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ABSTRACT 
 This dissertation explores visions of the good life in America through the 
lens of what middle-class parents from Liberal Protestant, Evangelical Protestant, 
Roman Catholic, Muslim, Hindu, and Atheist communities want for their children. 
In the book Habits of the Heart, Robert Bellah and associates famously posit that 
the dominant moral language of America today is one of utilitarian and 
expressive individualism. In this dissertation, I measure the degree to which 
parents in America are guided by that individualism and the degree to which they 
speak alternative languages that encourage concern for others and for the 
common good. Through participant observation, interviews, and a letter-writing 
task with eighty-three New England parents connected with particular 
congregations, as well as twelve comparable non-attending parents, I look at 
religious traditions, some of them with long histories in America, and others more 
recently prominent on the religious landscape, to see how religion shapes 
parental values. To what extent do parents from these traditions agree on what a 
 vii
 good life looks like? And to what extent do we find divergence based on social 
location, ethnic background, and the beliefs and practices of their traditions? 
 I find that parents across traditions hold five master values for their 
children—health, happiness (both in childhood and in adulthood), altruism, 
groundedness in identity, and autonomy. With a few important exceptions, 
parents see religion as having relatively little to do with the values of health and 
happiness, which turn out to be influenced more by social class. Religion plays a 
much greater role in parents’ discussion of altruism, with various traditions 
expressing different forms of the Golden Rule. Parents from all groups also find 
that they cannot take for granted the transmission of religious identity within a 
materialistic, pluralistic, and increasingly secular culture. Religious identity is 
largely an achieved status, and all contemporary American religious communities 
are, to some degree, sectarian. Finally, parents want their children to be 
autonomous, but find that they often have to weigh this against other master 
values. These findings should encourage researchers to take more seriously 
both the contextual and the conflicting nature of human values. 
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION 
Dear Brendan, 
 
Grad student Kevin Taylor contacted me through my atheists group as 
part of his PhD research investigating what parents want for their children. 
I think that he’ll find we all want similar things for our children, regardless 
of our background, our ethnicity, and our religion: a long healthy life, a full 
life of variety and plenty, a happy life as free from grief and pain and 
suffering as possible, a fulfilling life where you get to do many of the things 
you’d like to do, and lots of love from those around you. 
 
 So begins the letter a mother wrote to her son explaining her hopes, 
desires, and dreams for his future. With grace and good will, she went on to spell 
out in more detail the ways she hoped these things would be realized throughout 
his life. But is her contention true? Are the values that she held dear common to 
all parents, regardless of background, ethnicity, or religion?  
 In the vision set forth by sociologist Emile Durkheim, shared values, 
embodied and enacted in shared religious devotion, play a defining role in the 
construction and sustaining of human societies.1 Even when there is no shared 
traditional religious system, Durkheim expected the kind of humanist values 
Brendan’s mother stated to form a universal core that would bind societies 
together.2 Other social theorists, such as Edward Shils, share this vision of 
societies centered on certain core values which animate and orient our common 
                                                 
 1. Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Carol Cosman (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001). 
 
 2. Emile Durkheim, “Individualism and the Intellectuals,” in Emile Durkheim on Morality and 
Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973), 43–57. 
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life together.3 With the increasing cultural diversification of the American 
landscape, however, one wonders how well such models apply. The United 
States of America has been a religiously diverse place since various groups of 
European settlers established colonies in a land already inhabited by a diverse 
set of Native Americans.4 As the years have unfolded, the nation has seen even 
greater religious diversification, with a series of evangelical Christian 
awakenings, waves of Catholic and Jewish immigrants, myriad new religious 
movements, a post-1965 increase in non-Christian and non-Jewish immigration 
and, most recently, a rise in the number of people who claim “no religion.” 
At least since Robert Bellah and associates’ Habits of the Heart, dozens of 
commentators have mused over what values guide such a diverse society.5 
Concerned with the moral coherence of the nation and its ability to sustain itself, 
interest in the moral life has rarely been a more lively topic of conversation and 
debate.6 Philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre describes an America and a modern 
                                                 
 3. Edward Shils, Center and Periphery: Essays in Macrosociology (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1975). 
 
 4. William R. Hutchison, Religious Pluralism in America: The Contentious History of a 
Founding Ideal (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003). 
 
 5. Robert N. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American 
Life (New York: Harper and Row, 1985). 
 
 6. However, this does not mean that interest in the study of values as a theoretical construct 
has grown, or even remained constant. As many scholars see it, the study of values in sociology 
fell out of favor in the mid 1960s with the decline in the influence of Talcott Parsons’ work, 
although periodic calls to resurrect the study of values have been forthcoming. Some of these are 
Steven Hitlin and Jane Allyn Piliavin, “Values: Reviving a Dormant Concept,” Annual Review of 
Sociology 30 (2004): 359–93; James L. Spates, “The Sociology of Values,” Annual Review of 
Sociology 9 (1983): 27–49; Robert Wuthnow, “The Sociological Study of Values,” Sociological 
Forum 23, no. 2 (2008): 333–43, doi:10.1111/j.1573-7861.2008.00063.x. 
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world in a state of moral disintegration, with multiple languages co-existing, yet 
without any fundamental way of adjudicating between their underlying 
assumptions.7 The result, he says, is a culture of emotivism where all moral 
arguments are ultimately only matters of individual preference. Bellah and 
associates, in contrast, were not so worried about a diversity of moral languages, 
but rather about one vision eclipsing the rest. They contend that the language of 
utilitarian and expressive individualism has superseded biblical and republican 
languages as the de facto mode of American discourse on values. They argue 
that across many social realms, including the family, the rise of an individualist 
ethos has left Americans without an ability to speak (and, possibly, to act) in 
terms of broader shared commitments to others.  
Americans could not hold the values they do without a range of institutions 
reinforcing them. Political and economic institutions, as well as religious 
institutions, explicitly and implicitly teach Americans what is valuable. In fact, the 
family is the realm in which the earliest and most fundamental moral education 
happens for most people in most times and places. Values are learned in the 
everyday places where parents consciously and unconsciously attempt to set out 
a moral vision for their children. As researchers have noted, this socialization is 
not a unidirectional process, since both parents and children shape one another 
                                                 
 7. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2007), 6–8. 
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throughout the child-rearing years and beyond.8 Children are agents, not just 
passive recipients of their parents’ or society’s ideals for them. Nevertheless, just 
as their parents experienced before them, children are socialized into patterns of 
thought and action, which includes learning the moral language used by their 
parents and others within their social milieu.9 In addition, the physical and 
cultural world children inhabit is made up of a range of products that shap
developing sense of what is normal, what is possible, and what is worthwhile in 
life. 
e their 
                                                
 Parents exert a strong influence on the worldviews and values of 
children.10 Indeed, even if parents try not to impose their values on their children, 
they cannot refrain from doing so, since the desire for unfettered freedom of 
choice is also a particular value—a form of liberalism with a well-defined history 
 
 8. Leon Kuczynski, Sheila Marshall, and Kathleen Schell, “Value Socialization in a 
Bidirectional Context,” in Parenting and Children’s Internalization of Values: A Handbook of 
Contemporary Theory, ed. Joan E. Grusec and Leon Kuczynski (New York: Wiley, 1997), 23–50; 
Leon Kuczynski, “Beyond Bidirectionality: Bilateral Conceptual Frameworks for Understanding 
Dynamics in Parent-Child Relations,” in Handbook of Dynamics in Parent-Child Relations, ed. 
Leon Kuczynski (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2003), 3–24. 
 
 9. Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (New 
York: Anchor Books, 1969); Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of 
Reality (New York: Anchor Books, 1967). 
 
 10. Dianne K. Kieren and Brenda Munro, “Following the Leaders: Parents’ Influence on 
Adolescent Religious Activity,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 26, no. 2 (June 1987): 
249–55, doi:10.2307/1385797; Scott M. Myers, “An Interactive Model of Religiousity Inheritance: 
The Importance of Family Context,” American Sociological Review 61 (1996): 858–66; Darren E. 
Sherkat, “Religious Socialization: Sources of Influence and Influences of Agency,” in Handbook of 
the Sociology of Religion, ed. Michelle Dillon (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 
151–63; Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American 
Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 56–57, et passim; Christian Smith, Souls 
in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 283–86. 
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in western moral and political philosophy.11 Moreover, as social theorist Pierre 
Bourdieu argues, even when parents act in a habitual, largely unreflective mode, 
they enact previously-established societal expectations that have made particular 
patterns of behavior appear as standard.12 In fact, moral claims are even present 
in what many would consider poor or negligent parenting. When parents choose 
to pursue their own desires at the expense of their children, they communicate 
that self-interest and pleasure are life’s most important values. 
 Moral visions do not arise ex nihilo. Just as parents socialize their 
children, they too have been and continue to be socialized into moral orders. 
However, this is not to say that parents, or their children for that matter, are 
“cultural dopes.”13 Rather, they are agents in their own right with the capacity to 
appropriate a variety of elements from their cultural surroundings in order to help 
them to achieve their goals.14 At the same time, however, these goals are 
shaped by social actors’ connections to other people and by the set of available 
cultural narratives that define various behaviors as good or bad, right or wrong, 
                                                 
 11. Among others, John T. McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom: A History (W. W. 
Norton, 2003), 36, describes how freedom and liberty, which were understood as political or 
public liberty in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, had broadened into notions of the 
autonomous self freed from external constraint by the middle of the nineteenth century. 
 
 12. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1977). 
 
 13. Christian Smith, Moral, Believing Animals (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 28–
29. 
 
 14. Ann Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” American Sociological Review 
51, no. 2 (April 1986): 273–86, doi:10.2307/2095521. 
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desirable or undesirable.15 Sometimes these narratives can be rather small in 
scope. And sometimes, to use Max Weber’s terms, they can be “world images” 
or views of a meaningful cosmos.16 In either case, these narratives provide the 
context within which certain forms of action are seen as worthwhile. This project 
seeks to uncover the variety of moral narratives, big and small, present in the 
parenting of a group of middle class families in New England. 
In its focus on moral orders, this project draws on the work of sociologist 
Christian Smith and philosopher Charles Taylor, among others. For both of these 
scholars, human beings are inherently moral creatures whose everyday 
thoughts, actions, and emotions reveal and derive from a series of implicit and 
explicit normative commitments.17 Smith has argued that even the most basic 
human behaviors are embedded within moral orders, which he defines as 
“intersubjectively and institutionally shared social structurings of moral systems” 
that specify “particular norms, values, virtues, ethics, and notions of the human 
good toward which any good person ought to aspire.”18 In Smith’s assessment, 
social norms that shape human action are “usually linked to larger, complicated 
normative systems that carry some weight of history and tradition, that are 
                                                 
 15. Smith, Moral, Believing Animals, 63–81. 
 
 16. Max Weber, “The Social Psychology of the World Religions,” in Max Weber: Essays in 
Sociology, ed. Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946), 280. 
 
 17. Smith, Moral, Believing Animals; Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the 
Modern Identity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989). 
 
 18. Smith, Moral, Believing Animals, 11. 
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meaningful in terms of some believed narrative.”19 In some cases, when these 
cultural stories and worldviews include superempirical referents, the social norms 
and larger moral systems derived from the narratives can be said to have 
religious roots.20  
 Following Smith (or preceding him, actually), Taylor argues that we are 
always present in moral space not only because of these large stories, but 
because the personal narratives that we use to define our identities tell us where 
we stand in relation to the good. But we do not do this alone. As Taylor states, 
“The full definition of someone’s identity . . . usually involves not only his stand on 
moral and spiritual matters, but also some reference to a defining community.”21 
Within “webs of interlocution,” he posits, understandings of the self and of the 
good take shape.22 Although not fully articulated, different understandings of the 
good are available to people of various cultures because they are given 
expression in the languages they speak and in the acts they perform.23 Through 
the stories communities tell, they define the good. And as people see their 
personal narrative through these larger narratives, they form commitments to a 
range of values contained therein, including “hypergoods,” which Taylor 
                                                 
 19. Ibid., 20. 
 
 20. Ibid., 95–106. 
 
 21. Taylor, Sources of the Self, 36. 
 
 22. Ibid. 
 
 23. Ibid., 91–92. 
 
 
 8
distinguishes from lesser individual and social goods over which they take 
precedence and stand in judgment.24 
 For Smith and Taylor, these moral distinctions are present both within the 
individual and institutionalized within the multiple and competing commitments of 
his or her social surroundings. Families sit at that creative intersection. Far from 
being a private, domestic matter, parenting is a very public activity that is bound 
up with larger social developments, cultural and theological debates, and power 
struggles—including struggles to define the acceptable forms and place of 
religion in America.25 As we will see, everyday people have no choice but to take 
sides in a morally infused world in which differing visions of the good life inhere in 
the multitude of everyday actions they must take—from deciding whether to 
purchase a cell phone for a ten-year-old daughter to choosing whether to force 
their youth to attend organized religious services. Moreover, parents operate 
within a world over which they have only partial control, since their desires for 
their children may or may not be reinforced by other social actors and 
                                                 
 24. Ibid., 63–73, et passim. Taylor argues that, in a pluralistic society, people adopt all sorts 
of hypergoods; yet he largely sees each person as possessing a single hypergood at any point in 
time. While this may be the case, and will be something we will discuss on occasion, for the most 
part we will see that the parents in this study see a constellation of values as important, and that 
which value takes precedence depends largely on the social context within which those values 
come into play. Nevertheless, this study certainly follows Taylor’s insistence that values are 
frequently in competition and that people hold some things more dearly than others. 
 
 25. In answer to the question posed in the title of Robert A. Orsi, “Is the Study of Lived 
Religion Irrelevant to the World We Live in? Special Presidential Plenary Address, Society for the 
Scientific Study of Religion, Salt Lake City, November 2, 2002,” Journal for the Scientific Study of 
Religion 42, no. 2 (2003): 169–74, doi:10.1111/1468-5906.t01-1-00170, this study will illustrate a 
number of cases where the answer is a definitive “no.” 
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institutions.26 The everyday moral struggles experienced by parents can provide 
a window on the competing moral values at work in American society.  
 Therefore, the primary question orienting this study is: What are the 
master values that parents desire for their children? Or, in other words, what do 
they see as a “good life”? To the degree that the American context is one of 
multiple competing moral visions, we may expect diverse sets of religious and 
secular parents to view society’s various institutions and cultural norms in 
different ways. How are the guiding values that parents pursue shaped by 
religious traditions and religious communities, as well as by the norms of the 
middle-class world they inhabit? In particular, how robust is the “biblical” 
language spoken by some parents as compared to the mostly secular language 
of utilitarian and expressive individualism? Much of the cultural discussion on 
morality in recent decades has been dominated by discourses of conservative 
Protestants and Roman Catholics as it relates to the body, sexuality, and family 
life. However, given the diversity of American religious life, this study will extend 
                                                 
 26. There are examples of parents who try to fashion a “total world” for their children, such as 
those fundamentalist Christians who attempt to restrict their children’s activities to the realms of 
home, church, and private school (or homeschool). See Alan Peshkin, God’s Choice: The Total 
World of a Fundamentalist Christian School (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988). They 
do this in order to reinforce their beliefs and to shield themselves and their children from a secular 
and pluralistic world. For a discussion of what Christian Smith has termed “sheltered enclave” 
theory, see Berger, The Sacred Canopy; James Davison Hunter, American Evangelicalism: 
Conservative Religion and the Quandary of Modernity (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1983); James Davison Hunter, Evangelicalism: The Coming Generation (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987); Christian Smith, American Evangelicalism: Embattled and 
Thriving (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 67–69, 75–82. However, even within such 
a “socially encapsulated” environment, to use the term of Rodney Stark and William Sims 
Bainbridge, The Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival, and Cult Formation (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1985), 49, one finds an awareness (even if highly vague or 
skewed) of alternative life paths, as evidenced by fundamentalist youth who end up pursuing 
them once the opportunity presents itself. 
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the discussion of “family values” to other traditions as well.27 In addition, not all of 
the parents in this study participate in religious communities, which also leads us 
to ask how the values of non-participating and non-religious parents are 
distinctive.  
 At the outset, we can say for certain that the religious and non-religious 
parents in this study differ in one important respect. While they are all 
comfortably middle class, their ethnic groups, religious traditions, or communities 
of non-religion stand in very different historical relationships to American culture. 
Some have resided within the mainstream of American culture, and others have 
stood, in various ways, outside that culture. So a final question this study 
addresses is the effect that those different cultural positions have on the ability of 
parents to realize their visions of a good life for their children. To what degree 
can parents from different traditions take for granted that their children will adopt 
their values, and what does that say about these communities’ locations on the 
social landscape today? 
                                                 
 27. For the most part, this study does not take a position on debates as to the ontological 
nature of “religion” itself. Instead of operationalizing it in terms of function or essence, we will 
instead merely consider the various “world religions” of Christianity, Hinduism and Islam to be 
religious because the vast majority of Americans perceive them to be so, and Atheism to be non-
religious for the same reason. For the ways (both imperialistic and otherwise) that people have 
come to categorize and classify traditions as “religious,” see Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, 
Religions, Religious,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998), 299–314. 
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Methods and Rationale 
The best way of approaching the question of the moral languages of 
parenting is simply to talk to parents, and to listen carefully as they narrate and 
reflect upon the events of their lives. Unlike the survey-based approach of many 
existing studies, the qualitative methodology of this study is better suited for 
capturing, in parents’ own words, the types of lives they see as worth of their 
children’s pursuit. 
In recent decades, scholars have used a “lived religion” investigative 
approach that studies (a) religious people as creative actors who shape the world 
in which they live using the religious tools at their disposal and (b) the ways in 
which those religious actors are in turn shaped by the world that they are helping 
to create.28 This study follows that approach. It falls within the discipline of 
Religious Studies not because everything in it is religious; rather, it intentionally 
begins with a sample of people who mostly self-identify as members of a 
religious tradition and participate in religious community, but leaves open the 
possibility that much of what they care about, the resources they use to shape 
their worlds, and the worlds that shape them may not be particularly religious at 
all. To the extent that these religious people’s visions of a good life are shaped 
by other social and cultural forces, it will be just as important to note religion’s 
absence as it will be to note its presence. 
                                                 
 28. This definition is drawn from Orsi, “Is the Study of Lived Religion Irrelevant to the World 
We Live In?,” 172. 
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 Between October 2009 and June 2010, I recruited a sample of eighty-
three participants involved in Liberal Protestant, Evangelical Protestant, Roman 
Catholic, Hindu, Muslim, and Atheist “congregations” in New England,29 as well 
as a set of twelve comparable people from the area who were only very 
minimally connected or completely unconnected to any of those communities.30 
Since parental roles often vary according to gender, I made sure to include a 
significant number of both mothers and fathers, with fifty-nine of the former and 
thirty-six of the latter.31 
 Both the household and the congregation are important to this study. 
Through contact with various gatekeepers, I was able to gain access and 
                                                 
 29. On occasion, this study tells a local story, as many of the issues parents face are shaped 
by the character of New England as a region. However, the main story is a national one detailing 
the influence of social class, immigrant and non-immigrant distinctiveness, and organized religion 
losing its place as part of middle-class civic life. And when participants do draw attention to 
differences they have experienced between life in New England and in other parts of the country 
or world, I make sure to include these differences in the analysis. 
 On another note, although the word Atheist is not often capitalized, I am going to do so in this 
study. I will do the same with the modifiers Liberal and Evangelical, even though they are not 
always capitalized either. I do this for these three groups not only because it seems odd to 
capitalize all of the other groups except for them, but because they are particular traditions with 
histories and intellectual resources just as worthy of proper noun status as are the Hindus, 
Muslims, and Catholics. 
 Also, the word “congregation” is not one that the Atheists in this study would have used for 
themselves, due to its religious overtones. However, some may also have taken issue with the 
word “community,” both because of its religious connotations and because it smacked of 
conformity to group norms (which is a taboo we will discuss later in Chapter Six). In fact, finding a 
moniker for these groups can be difficult even for leaders of these non-religious groups, as seen 
in the question one leader asked me: “[So] what do you call a church for Atheists?” 
 
 30. Within this list, there is no “control group” (i.e. the study is not just about comparing 
“religious America” to the Atheists). Rather, holding up each tradition (including the non-
attending) individually and comparing it to all of the others allows us at certain points to see things 
that might otherwise have gone unnoticed or underemphasized. 
 
 31. Gender plays a part at certain points in this study, but it is not a focal point of analysis, 
either in terms of what men and women want for their children or what parents want for their male 
or female children. 
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observe the organized religious and secularist gatherings of these parents. I 
spent time observing the congregations in which parents and their children were 
involved, watching and listening for collective proclamations of moral vision. To 
discover the way moral visions are lived in households, I conducted in-depth 
semi-structured interviews (on average, ninety minutes in length) with parents in 
their homes or other meeting places, asking questions designed to probe the 
depths of everyday parental concerns. In order to gauge parents’ visions on an 
even more heartfelt level, I also gave them the post-interview opportunity to write 
a letter to their children detailing their hopes, desires, and dreams for them, as 
well as other important things they thought their children needed to know about 
life.32 
 The role of a religious or secular congregation is not taken for granted in 
this study. Historically, American churches have been family-friendly places. To a 
great extent, they continue to be so today, as evidenced by the number of 
families in their midst and the tendency of adults to increase their church 
participation once children reach school age.33 While the church’s position as a 
fixture within urban ethnic enclaves or as a hallmark of suburban middle-class 
identity may have sufficed to maintain high levels of church attendance during 
certain eras of our nation’s history, tradition and social expectations may no 
                                                 
 32. In all, I received sixteen letters to children written by fourteen different parents. 
 
 33. See Penny Edgell, Religion and Family in a Changing Society (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2006); Cyrus Schleifer and Mark Chaves, “Family Formation and Religious 
Service Attendance Untangling Marital and Parental Effects,” Sociological Methods and 
Research, April 27, 2014, 0049124114526376, doi:10.1177/0049124114526376. 
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longer exert the influence they once did. Faith communities are increasingly 
formed and maintained through their abilities to meet the needs and desires of 
those who choose to join them. As this study will show, most parents who choose 
to attend church today do so for particular and clearly articulated reasons. And 
those who do not attend often make that choice for specific reasons as well. In 
both cases, parents reveal the values they hold for their children. 
 Since my interests in this study include understanding how religion in 
general, and specific religions in particular, do or do not enter into the moral 
visions of American parents, it was important to sample a wide variety of religious 
and non-religious communities. To the extent that America can be said to have 
had an “establishment,” Liberal Protestants have filled that role, helping to shape 
the contours of American cultural life. Evangelical Protestants have long made up 
the populist stream of American religion, but have (until recently) had few cultural 
power brokers in their ranks. With the decline of liberal denominations, however, 
Evangelicals have moved to the center of the national understanding of what it 
means to be religious, even though they are looked upon by certain groups of 
Americans as a bit “off center.” Roman Catholics in this study represent a group 
which was historically marginal but has moved into the American mainstream in 
the last century. Each of these three Christian traditions, then, represents a mix 
of insider and outsider identities. 
 Hindus and Muslims, by contrast, have never been and are not now 
“insiders” in American culture or American religion. Each is attempting to win 
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acceptance within American society, with recent international events forcing upon 
Muslims, in particular, the burden of demonstrating their worthiness as part of the 
American mainstream. Atheists face quite another set of challenges. They enjoy 
the cultural advantages of legal disestablishment and recent prominence in the 
popular press, but they are nevertheless seen by other Americans as 
untrustworthy and a danger to the American social fabric. Their numbers remain 
relatively small and they are only beginning to show signs of building the 
organizational structure necessary to pass their values on to future 
generations.34 Muslims, Hindus, and Atheists represent in different ways th
negotiation between the values present in the larger culture and the particular 
values that may arise from traditions not historically central to th
e 
at culture. 
                                                
 When I first sought congregations from which to draw parents for the 
study, I looked for places where there were families and resources for families. 
First, I looked for places with a significant number of parents of children whose 
ages ranged from four to sixteen. Not only did this increase the chances of 
 
 34. At several points in this study I will describe the tradition-specific perspectives of parents 
across the range of these traditions. Generally, I will do beginning with the three Christian groups, 
then moving to the Hindus and Muslims, and finally concluding with the Atheists (and non-
attendees, if applicable). I do this not to privilege the Christian groups, but to begin the 
conversation with those who have historically resided near the center of American cultural life 
before moving on to those who have been more marginal. 
 Also, this list could have been expanded to include other traditions as well. In particular, I 
would like to have been able to include Jews (who are prominent in New England and historically 
have been characterized by a somewhat ambiguous insider-outsider status), Buddhists (another 
“Eastern” group comprised largely of immigrants), African-American Protestants (a group that 
would allow me to introduce the dimension of race more fully into the analysis), and Mormons 
(who would be interesting because of their uncertain relationship to Christianity and the strong 
emphasis they place on family). However, due to resource constraints, I decided to limit 
recruitment to the groups mentioned above. 
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generating a sizeable sample of participants, but the presence of many families 
meant that a culture of parenting was present, which allows me to see informal 
intersections between “private” family concerns and the communal life of the 
congregation. 
 I sought communities that possessed a relatively large number of 
communal resources that parents could employ to help raise their children, 
ranging from theology to liturgy to programs to relationships. If these parents do 
not incorporate organized religious resources into their parenting, it will not be 
because the congregation did not provide it.35 Specifically, these institutions 
included: an Episcopal parish (for the Liberal Protestants),36 an Evangelical 
mega-church, a Catholic parish, a set of three weekend Hindu schools known as 
Bal Vihars,37 a Sunday school sponsored by an Islamic cultural center,38 and a 
set of three Atheist groups that coordinated their face-to-face meetings through 
                                                 
 35. As we will see in Chapter Five, the exception to this is found in the case of the Atheists, 
since the programming at their meetup groups ended up being geared almost exclusively towards 
adults, with almost nothing for children. 
 
 36. Ralph E. Pyle, “Trends in Religious Stratification: Have Religious Group Socioeconomic 
Distinctions Declined in Recent Decades?,” Sociology of Religion 67, no. 1 (2006): 77, 
doi:10.1093/socrel/67.1.61, argues that scholars have too often combined Liberal Protestant and 
Mainline Protestants into a single “mainline” category, effectively obscuring significant political 
and socioeconomic differences between the two. Although I will use the term “Liberal Protestant” 
to describe the Episcopalians in this study, the fact that scholars have so frequently used the term 
“Mainline Protestant” as a synonym means that it will occasionally appear in these pages in the 
words of scholars and participants. 
 
 37. In Sanskrit, Bala means child and Vihara means a Buddhist monastery, but originally 
meant “refuge” or “dwelling.” Together they are sometimes translated into English as “garden of 
children,” “kid’s school,” or, as Swami Chinmayananda calls it, “kid’s corner.” 
 
 38. During the interviews, Muslim parents alternatively referred to their gathering place as a 
“mosque” and a religious, community, Islamic, or cultural “center.” Although there are technical 
reasons why one would use one term or the other, since parents used both, I will do so as well. 
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the online site meetup.com.39 As I investigate what parents do to instill their 
values and to promote a particular way of life for their children, I will pay 
particular attention to the ways that parents use the various religious resources of 
these communities. And the inclusion of non-attendees in this study is relevant 
because it allows us to see why some people would choose not to avail 
themselves of the resources that congregations such as these provide. 
  In addition to locating congregations with significant numbers of parents 
of school-aged children and a sizable number of communal resources, I also 
sought congregations with a large number of families that would be considered 
part of the middle- or upper-middle classes. These are parents who have the 
economic and social resources to make a wide range of child-rearing choices. 
They may have significant freedom to pursue their values, being less constrained 
by necessity than their working-class or poor counterparts.40 The focus on this 
                                                 
 39. In addition to the twelve non-attendees mentioned earlier, I recruited the following 
numbers of people from each congregation: Liberal Protestant (sixteen), Evangelical Protestant 
(fifteen), Catholic (fifteen), Hindu (fifteen), Muslim (fifteen), and Atheist (seven). Although not 
ideal, the smaller number of Atheists is actually a meaningful part of the story of parenting and 
social institutions, since Atheist community-building is still nascent. Most meet-up groups have 
small active memberships and, as we will see later, present barriers to the inclusion of families 
and children.  
 Also, due to intermarriage, two of the parents in the sample identified with a tradition that 
differed from that of the institution to which their spouse belonged (and that their children 
attended). Although I do not include their perspective on what it means to be part of the tradition 
of that congregation, I do include their thoughts when they talk about why their families use the 
congregation as a resource. 
 
 40. As we will see later in this study, Annette Lareau, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and 
Family Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003) finds a great difference between the 
“concerted cultivation” of middle- and upper-middle-class parents and the “achievement of natural 
growth” of working class parents. While this difference may or may not be related to actual 
differences in values, it is certain that at least some of the difference is related to varying degrees 
of access to financial and cultural resources. 
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socio-economic level also places this study in dialogue with the work of scholars 
such as Bellah and associates, whose studies locate the problems and 
possibilities of American moral culture within the middle classes. Moreover, 
holding social class relatively constant across groups also allows me to pay more 
attention to religious and cultural differences that reflect these communities’ 
social positions in ways that are not captured by looking merely at their social 
class standing. 
 As individuals, these parents are predominately middle class, but they are 
not all equally well off. Within my sample, there were many professionals whose 
households drew six-figure incomes, but also others who made less than that, 
with a handful who were even out of work because of the economic downturn.41 
Although many lived relatively comfortable lifestyles, almost none were in a 
position to have no worries about their children’s financial future.42 In general, 
social class is a difficult thing to define. In most cases, sociologists use some 
combination of income, education level, and occupational prestige. In other 
                                                 
 41. Of the eighty-three parents who reported their approximate income, twelve reported 
earning less than sixty thousand dollars annually, thirteen said they earned between sixty 
thousand and one hundred thousand, seventeen said they brought in between one hundred 
twenty and one hundred forty thousand, and forty-one reported earning over one hundred forty 
thousand.  
 
 42. For the families in this study that make six-figure incomes (whether in single-income or 
dual-income households), their money does not go as far in New England as it might in places 
like Nebraska or Wyoming. However, these upper-middle class families are still genuinely 
comfortable when compared to middle-class families making between forty-five thousand and 
sixty thousand dollars who really have to watch their budgets, do not have much in the way of 
savings cushions, and fear what losing a job for a few months might do to their families. 
Nevertheless, the well-to-do families in my study were still not in the socio-economic strata where 
people move societal levers of power or provide trust funds that ensure their children an adult life 
of luxury. Instead, as we will see, they frequently emphasized to their children that they needed to 
work hard on their own to ensure themselves a middle- or upper-middle class adulthood. 
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cases, it is the values themselves that are used to denote what it means to be 
“middle-class.”43 While I will obviously not be using the values criteria, since 
identifying values from the data is one of the goals I have set for this study, a 
look at the other three criteria indicates that the vast majority of participants in 
this study were part of the middle- or upper-middle class. 44 
 In addition to social class, ethnicity also plays a significant role in this 
study. Thirty-six of the ninety-five parents were born outside of the United States, 
with most of these concentrated in the Hindu and Muslim samples.45 As we will 
see in future chapters, these immigrants face the challenges of meshing some 
incompatible understandings of a good life drawn from the culture of their 
homelands with those found in the mainstream of their new society. They also 
face some racial challenges, since they do not bear the whiteness that 
characterizes the other groups in this study’s sample. 
                                                 
 43. For a recent example, see Rebecca Blank, Middle Class in America (U.S. Department of 
Commerce Economics and Statistics Administration, January 2010). 
 
 44. Income has already been addressed in the notes above. In terms of the education level of 
the parents in my sample, we can see that they were very well educated as a whole. Of the 
ninety-four parents that answered the education question on the demographic questionnaire, one 
had a high school diploma, seven had done some post-high school coursework, twenty-five had 
achieved a four-year college degree, and sixty-one had completed at least some post-college 
graduate coursework or earned a graduate degree. As for occupation, while parents held a 
number of different jobs, most frequently parents worked in professions that required high levels 
of education and certification. These included careers as physicians, teachers, engineers, 
business systems analysts, and social workers, among others. In cases where one spouse drew 
a large salary, some parents (particularly mothers) were able to stay at home with their children. 
In other cases, families were supported by the labor of both parents outside of the home. 
 
 45. Within the sample, all of the Hindus and Muslims were first-generation immigrants, with 
the exception of one mother in each group (both of whom were second-generation). The families 
of the Hindus originated from India, whereas the Muslims came from a number of different 
countries in the Middle East and South Asia. Also, at the risk of stating the obvious, when I refer 
to “Indians” throughout this study, I mean “Asian Indians.” 
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 After gathering data from these parents, I transcribed the interviews and 
loaded them, along with field notes and electronic copies of the letters, into 
MaxQDA2007, a software program designed for aiding with qualitative data 
analysis. I then formulated a coding tree based on themes and categories that 
emerged from the data, making appropriate modifications to the coding tree 
along the way to fit the data.46 
 By employing qualitative methods, this study will represent a considerable 
advance over existing quantitative studies on the topic of values and parenting, 
many of which have been limited to analysis of a single question on the General 
Social Survey. While these quantitative studies have some merit, their 
contributions to the field of values in parenting are limited since they measure 
only the values posited by the researcher and not necessarily the values of 
greatest import to parents. Even broadening the scope of the quantitative data-
gathering instrument is no guarantee that the most important values will be 
counted.47 As sociologist James Spates puts it, “Until we know whether the value 
categories used for classification truly exist in the population being examined—
i.e. until we can be sure that the values reputedly descriptive of a population are 
                                                 
 46. In its overall approach, this study follows the qualitative paradigm found in Norman K. 
Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, Handbook of Qualitative Research (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
1994); Yvonna S. Lincoln and Egon G. Guba, Naturalistic Inquiry (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
1985); Pamela S. Maykut and Richard E. Morehouse, Beginning Qualitative Research: A 
Philosophic and Practical Guide (London: Falmer Press, 1994); Michael Quinn Patton, Qualitative 
Research and Evaluation Methods (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2002). 
 
 47. Some scholars of values (although not necessarily of parental values) have included on 
their surveys a wide range of values. Social psychologist Milton Rokeach, for example, includes 
in his surveys eighteen different “instrumental values” (means) and eighteen different “terminal 
values” (ends). For a list of these thirty-six values, see Milton Rokeach, The Nature of Human 
Values (New York: Free Press, 1973), 62–65. 
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their values and not merely some figment of a theoretician’s imagination—we 
simply cannot know whether the description is correct or not.”48 
 To date, quantitative measures have tended to ask parents either to rate 
or to rank lists of values. Both approaches recognize that people hold some 
values more dearly than others. However, both are also problematic, since they 
deal with values in the abstract, and not in the hurly-burly of everyday life. In 
contrast, by asking open-ended questions to parents, this study will focus on the 
specific domains and situations in which they try to make a good life a reality for 
their children. By asking about concrete goals such as future employment, 
dietary practices, or religious identity, we will be able to see the messiness that 
makes a simple set of ranked values deceptive. We will illustrate many of the 
“on-the-ground” instances in which parents must choose between values, thus 
revealing how and in which contexts values actually matter. 
Consensus and Disagreement among Master Parental Values 
 The mother whose letter led off this introductory chapter assumed that 
“parenting is parenting is parenting,” regardless of demographic differences. If 
you were to ask other Americans whether this is true, many would likely agree. In 
contrast, scholars in the field of Religious Studies have described in detail many 
of the unique challenges facing different communities in raising their children.49 
                                                 
 48. Spates, “The Sociology of Values,” 35. 
 
 49. For the traditions in this study, some examples include Margaret Bendroth, “Evangelicals, 
Family, and Modernity,” in American Religions and the Family: How Faith Traditions Cope with 
Modernization and Democracy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 56–69; Khyati Y. 
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This study, however, occupies neither of those poles. It finds instead both wide 
swaths of agreement and significant disjuncture between parents in different 
religious and secular communities. Specifically, it finds that five central values 
structure the goals of virtually all the parents, regardless of tradition or ethnicity. 
Parents want their children to be healthy, happy (both in childhood and in 
adulthood), good to others and society, grounded in identity, and autonomous.50 
The chapters that follow will explore in turn each of these master values. Each 
chapter begins by charting the overall contours of agreement among traditions, 
noting occasional places in which ethnicity makes a difference in parental 
desires. From there, each chapter moves on to examine what we will call the 
                                                                                                                                                 
Joshi, New Roots in America’s Sacred Ground: Religion, Race, and Ethnicity in Indian America 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2006); Julie Hanlon Rubio, “Marriage, Family, and 
the Modern Catholic Mind,” in American Religions and the Family: How Faith Traditions Cope 
with Modernization and Democracy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 87–103; Jane 
I. Smith, “Islam and the Family in North America,” in American Religions and the Family: How 
Faith Traditions Cope with Modernization and Democracy, ed. Don S. Browning and David A. 
Clairmont (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 211–24; W. Bradford Wilcox and 
Elizabeth Williamson, “The Cultural Contradictions of Mainline Family Ideology and Practice,” in 
American Religions and the Family: How Faith Traditions Cope with Modernization and 
Democracy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 37–55; Raymond B. Williams, “Hindu 
Family in America,” in American Religions and the Family: How Faith Traditions Cope with 
Modernization and Democracy, ed. Don S. Browning and David A. Clairmont (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2007), 197–210. 
 
 50. As we will see, each of these values has a double nature. Parents want their children not 
only to be healthy, but also to avoid physical harm. They want them to be happy, and not to 
experience pain, sadness, or anxiety (among other things). They want them to be good to others, 
and not to be selfish. They want them to be grounded in identity, instead of wandering through life 
without a solid sense of self. And they want them to be autonomous instead of constrained 
(although later we will see that parents are sometimes willing to place constraints on autonomy 
for the sake of the realization of other values). 
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“religious factor”—the specific places where religion as such, as well as particular 
religions, influence parents’ interaction with the master values.51 
The values described here encompass what moral philosophers would call 
“having” and “leading” a good life (i.e., thereby drawing a distinction between 
“faring well” and “doing right”).52 In the case of “having” a good life, goodness is 
an external condition that people attempt to experience to the greatest extent 
possible. This would include things like enjoying the comforts of a middle-class 
lifestyle and finding fulfillment in careers and relationships. “Leading” a good life, 
on the other hand, entails goodness as an internal quality that is outwardly 
expressed in ways that benefit the self and others. For parents, this could include 
helping their children to develop character traits such as empathy, responsibility, 
and generosity. 
The next three chapters deal with ways in which parents hope that their 
children will “fare well.” This begins with a discussion of the value of physical 
health, before moving on to parental desires for children to be “happy” in 
childhood and throughout their lives. In these chapters we find that parents often 
are guided by a dominant American middle-class narrative about what is of 
                                                 
 51. In order not to clutter up the text unnecessarily, I will use religious descriptors for 
participants only when religion helped to shape the values that parents held for their children. 
Thus, in the opening sections of each chapter, in which religious particularity or religion as such 
made little or no difference, I will refer to participants simply as “father” or “mother”—although on 
occasion I will describe their immigrant status if that plays a significant role. Then, at the end of 
each chapter when I deal specifically with the influence of religion, religious or secular descriptors 
are meaningful and will be included for each participant. 
 
 52. The terminology here is taken from Gordon Graham, Living the Good Life: An Introduction 
to Moral Philosophy, Paragon Issues in Philosophy (New York: Paragon House, 1990), 92–95. 
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value. Religious considerations are, with a few important exceptions, largely 
secondary. To a certain extent we should expect this if Bellah and associates are 
right that the primary moral languages of America today are those of utilitarian 
and expressive individualism.53 
When the study turns in the next chapter from health and happiness to 
pro-social behavior (i.e. “doing right” to others and to society), however, religious 
ideas, practices, and communities become central to the discussion. We see that 
these parents actually use multiple moral languages, including religious ones that 
(sometimes) counteract languages of expressive and utilitarian individualism. In 
fact, this study is designed to assess the current prevalence and contents of 
alternative moral languages among groups that one might expect to express 
commitments to the good of others—namely, religious communities and parents 
of dependent children. Religious communities are repositories of centuries of 
ethical reflection on responsibilities to others, and Chapter Five illustrates that 
one of the most fundamental things that parents across religious and secular 
traditions share is a desire for their children to engage in various forms of socially 
conscious behavior. This includes things such as becoming law-abiding citizens, 
forging networks of friendships, and rendering aid to the less fortunate. Nancy 
Ammerman has asserted that the most common form of religion practiced in 
                                                 
 53. In fact, this emphasis on personal comfort, pleasure, security, fulfillment, and self-
direction is exactly what we find in the mother’s quote that opens this chapter. 
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America today may be “Golden Rule Christianity.”54 If the parents in my sample 
are taken into account, we find a sizable number of “Golden Rule Muslims,” 
“Golden Rule Hindus,” and “Golden Rule Atheists” as well—although this 
common desire to “lead” a good life by “doing right” by others turns out to be 
tradition-specific in many ways. 
Parents, by the very nature of their role as caretakers of dependent 
children, necessarily express concern and responsibility for the well-being of 
others.55 Although the rate of child-bearing in America has declined in recent 
decades, it is obviously still quite common. Yet when Bellah and associates 
examine the domain of the family in Habits of the Heart, they focus almost 
entirely on the spousal relationship and curiously ignore relationships between 
parents and children, the place where individualism’s pull would be most 
attenuated. After all, the vulnerability of children demands other-centered 
behavior on the part of adults. While it is probably true that people feel freer than 
they once did to leave jobs, friends, and spouses if they do not derive pleasure or 
fulfillment from them, it is still largely socially unacceptable in middle- and upper-
middle class society for a parent to completely “divorce” his or her children.56 In 
                                                 
 54. Nancy Tatom Ammerman, “Golden Rule Christianity: Lived Religion in the American 
Mainstream,” in Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice, ed. David D. Hall 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 199. 
 
 55. This is not to say, of course, that parents do not seek self-fulfillment in their children. 
Certainly they do, and the data from this study do speak to this to some degree. However, since 
the focus of the study is parents’ visions of a good life for their children, and not for themselves, 
this will not be a chief point of my analysis. 
 
 56. One can see this in the name given to fathers who ignore their financial responsibility to 
their children—”deadbeat dads.” In the case of giving up a child for adoption, however, things are 
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fact, the family is the chief social institution that prioritizes the collective—unlike 
the market and the state, both of which envision the autonomous individual as 
the primary social unit.57 One could argue that religious communities prioritize 
the collective as well. Thus it is to parents and to members of religious (and 
secular) congregations that we turn. It is here, if anywhere, that we are likely
find multiple moral languages and be able to chart the points of conflict a
agreement between moral languages of individualism and those of self-sacrifice 
and mutuality. 
 to 
nd 
                                                                                                                                                
Indeed, as we introduce more of the master values, we will begin to see 
how they either reinforce or eclipse one another in practice. In Chapter Six, we 
will examine the ways that this holds true for the master value of identity. After a 
brief treatment of ethnic, national, and racial identity, the discussion turns to 
parents’ definitions of religious (or secular) identity, their desires for their children 
to be grounded in identity, and the things they do to try to inculcate their 
particular identities. As we will see, parents do not assume that religious identity 
can be taken for granted in the United States today. It is an achieved status, not 
one that is ascribed. 
 
more complex. The stigma is not as great, and the deed can even be valorized as an act of care if 
the child is destined for a better home. However, to simply abandon a child in order to pursue 
one’s own pleasure or because the child no longer “meets my needs” would be seen as socially 
perverse. 
 
 57. For an interesting commentary on the market and the state’s designation of the atomistic 
individual as the fundamental social unit, and the potential of families to challenge this underlying 
assumption, see James Faulconer, “The Family, the Market, and the State: How to Occupy Wall 
Street,” Patheos.com, October 26, 2011, http://www.patheos.com//Resources/Additional-
Resources/Family-the-Market-and-the-State-James-Faulconer-10-27-2011.html. 
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To understanding religious identity as an achieved status is not to cast 
children as consumers who intently survey a landscape of potential religious or 
secular products from which to select (although they certainly do this to some 
degree). Rather, parents are forced to exert effort to transmit their religious or 
secular identities since the mainstream middle-class culture does not do it for 
them. While that culture may be friendly to religious faith within a framework of 
multiculturalism or free religious expression, in many cases middle-class culture 
strongly counteracts the identities that parents want to pass on to their children. 
One of the most important findings of this study is that tension between 
dominant American middle-class culture and religious tradition is present not only 
for traditions that historically have been seen as outside of the mainstream, but 
also for those that have been at its center. This suggests a key category of 
analysis to be employed in the chapter on identity. In the sociology of religion, 
Rodney Stark and Roger Finke have theorized “sectarianism” in terms of “tension 
with society.”58 In their formulation, as well as older theoretical versions, 
sectarianism is almost always associated with small, conservative, and 
marginalized religious groups. However, it turns out that even parents in a Liberal 
Protestant congregation, situated historically at or near the cultural center of 
                                                 
 58. Rodney Stark and Roger Finke, Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). The original conceptualization of a sect being “in 
a state of tension with its surroundings,” though, comes from Benton Johnson, “On Church and 
Sect,” American Sociological Review 28, no. 4 (August 1963): 544, doi:10.2307/2090070. Also, a 
related notion can be found in Christian Smith’s concept of “embattledness” in Smith, American 
Evangelicalism. 
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American society, find themselves at odds today with many elements of 
American cultural life. 
As the study concludes, the final chapter specifically addresses the ways 
that the master value of autonomy has woven its way in and out of the previous 
chapters. Prior scholarly work on parental values for children has focused 
primarily on the shifting historical preference for two particular values, namely 
autonomy and obedience. Based on the findings of this study, however, I argue 
that the values guiding parents are far more complex than a simple dichotomy. 
Future research needs to broaden the range of values assessed and pay 
attention the specific domains and contexts in which conflict between master 
values may occur. In some cases, for instance, parents are glad for their children 
to exercise and develop their ability to chart their own path, and in other cases, 
they want to constrain their children’s choices for other reasons that they deem 
important. In these latter cases, they often want their children to curb their 
impulses, not because of their authority as parents, but because of the harm their 
actions could bring to others. Neither autonomy and obedience nor individualism 
and collective concern can capture the range of variation at work in the everyday 
decision making of parents. 
In the following pages, then, this study will explore the ways that middle- 
and upper-middle class parents from a variety of religious and secular traditions 
conceive of a good life for their children. What are the core values they hold for 
their children? What do they do to try to make a good life a reality for their 
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children? How are these master values shaped by their traditions or facilitated by 
their congregations? To what extent do parents from different traditions agree or 
disagree about what a good life looks like? Do they mostly speak the moral 
languages of their traditions or of the middle-class milieu they inhabit? As they 
dwell within this middle-class world, how hard do parents have to work to pass on 
what is important to them, including religious or secular identity? And what might 
how hard they have to work say about the relative social locations of various 
religious communities in America? 
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CHAPTER TWO - ADMINISTERING OPTIMAL SAFETY AND HEALTH: THE 
GOODNESS OF PHYSICAL WELL-BEING 
 This chapter, along with the two to follow, captures parents’ notions that 
the “good life” is one in which their children “fare well.” In other words, the 
desirable life is defined by certain forms of positive individual experience. 
Specifically, parents repeatedly expressed that they wanted their children to be 
“healthy and happy.”1 While the semantic range of these two terms overlapped 
somewhat, and were by no means the only words used to describe these wishes, 
this phrase illustrates how parents generally thought of their children’s welfare in 
Cartesian categories of body and mind—as containing both physical and “inner” 
dimensions. In this chapter, we see that when parents considered their children’s 
physical health, they expressed concerns in the realms of diet, exercise, and 
health care, sex and dating, alcohol and other substances, various other 
dangerous activities, and the potential for harm from other people. Across all 
these domains, we see a tension between parents desiring their children’s 
autonomy and desiring other specific values and outcomes for their children 
whether their children wanted them or not. We begin the chapter by illustrating 
the contours of broad agreement among parents from all religious and secular 
traditions, as they did not often view physical safety and health through religious 
lenses. However, we will see later that religion did play a significant role for 
                                                 
 1. Parents also inverted the order of this phrase, stating that they wanted their children to be 
“happy and healthy.” 
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certain groups in two domains—namely, dietary practices and dating and 
sexuality. 
Concern for Physical Health 
For many parents, concern with their children’s physical health began prior 
to birth (or even conception) with the taking of prenatal vitamins, modification of 
diet, and trips to the obstetrician. After the delivery of healthy children, one of the 
things that brought greatest satisfaction to parents was the continued growth that 
they saw in their children as they learned to do things like crawl, walk, climb, and 
talk. Although some parents may have fretted over whether their children were 
reaching certain developmental milestones at the appropriate times, most saw 
physical growth as inevitable. As we will see later, this assumption was not 
always warranted, since at least three parents had children facing degenerative 
or life-threatening illnesses. But in the minds of most parents, normal biological 
processes would ensure that as time passed their children would get taller, 
stronger, faster, and more coordinated.  
When children did experience normal growth, they did so not only 
because of these normal biological processes, but because of adults in their 
lives. Because children were not born knowing how to care for themselves, 
parents saw the provision for their children’s physical needs as a primary duty. 
This included routine and mundane things such as feeding their children and 
teaching them to brush and floss their teeth, to dress and bathe themselves, and 
to get proper amounts of sleep. As one father and mother described it, physical 
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care was their primary task during their children’s early years; later it would shift 
to emotional care once children were able to do many things for themselves. 
Diet, Exercise, and Health Care 
When parents found physical care of children difficult, it was often 
because the children themselves resisted their parents’ efforts to train them in 
the tasks of everyday life—from battling over the color of socks to wear to the 
types of food they should eat. Apart from the freedom that their children felt to 
resist in the first place, most mundane tasks were not made markedly more 
difficult by social forces outside the home. There were, however, some notable 
exceptions. 
First of all, parents experienced the provision of food for their children as 
somewhat problematic. On the one hand, none of the middle- to upper-middle 
class parents in the study expressed a fear that their children would starve or 
experience severe malnutrition. While some parents had recently lost their jobs 
during the economic downturn, and may have been forced to modify their diets 
accordingly, even these parents knew that they had sufficient resources to put 
food on the table. On the other hand, parents were aware that the diet common 
to many Americans was not calibrated for optimal health, and likely played a role 
in diseases such as heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. Many expressed a 
desire that their children eat healthy foods, although they varied in the lengths to 
which they would or could go to make this happen. For one thing, the available 
culinary options were not always healthy ones, as grocery stores and fast food 
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restaurants presented families with highly processed and sugar-laden foods. In 
one case, a mother expressed great disgust with the what she saw as complicity 
of the government with the “mega-food industry” when it subsidized farmers to 
grow food “that makes people terribly sick like Burger King and McDonald’s and 
all that corn that goes in those cows. . . . That food industry, that corn, the 
packaging, the shipping . . . It’s not to feed people healthy food. It’s not to enrich 
lives. It’s to make money.”2 
One of the ways that parents attempted to transmit values to their 
children, including values surrounding physical health, was to shape the 
environments in which their children were growing up. For those parents 
concerned with diet, this meant limiting the amount of “unhealthy” food in the 
home. In some cases, when there was ample time or the issue was a very high 
priority, parents prepared food themselves, such as one mother from India who 
took the extra effort to soak beans as she had in her homeland instead of getting 
them from a can. In other cases, parents with financial resources participated in 
Community Supported Agriculture programs that supplied them with fresh 
produce from nearby farms. Others simply limited the quantity of “junk food” in 
their pantries or supplemented their children’s diets with additional vitamins. 
When children left the home environment, however, they entered schools where 
classmates often purchased and consumed highly processed foods. One parent 
                                                 
 2. In the interest of readability, when I quote parents’ speech from the interviews, I will usually 
omit filler words such as “you know,” “like,” and, “I mean” when they do not contribute to the 
meaning of their utterances. 
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surmised that her son must have been feeling pressure to fit in with these peers, 
since he had begun to return home with his daily snacks of fruits and vegetables 
uneaten. Another parent described how his son liked the idea of carrying a tray 
and purchasing food in the school lunch line instead of bringing food from home. 
Of course, when time was tight or their children resisted the food they prepared, 
even some of these parents hit the drive-through on their way home from work or 
decided that the fight to make their children eat their vegetables was just not 
worth it. 
The parents in my study knew that obesity was a problem for many 
Americans, and that they could combat it through physical exercise as well as 
through healthy eating. Parents watched their children’s weight, although 
awareness of the prevalence of eating disorders among youth led some parents 
to frame their conversations with their children regarding food and weight in 
terms of being “healthy and strong” instead of not being “fat.” They also 
described how electronic gaming systems and television encouraged their 
children to be sedentary and to spend their time indoors.3 
The primary way that parents counteracted physical inertness was to 
involve their children in a variety of extracurricular activities (although, as we will 
see later, physical fitness was only one of many reasons that parents did so). 
                                                 
 3. For a depiction of the various concerns parents have about technology, including many 
that we will see in this study, see Jeffrey S. Dill, Culture of American Families: Interview Report 
(University of Virginia: Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture, 2012), 26–40. Dill notes that 
parents sometimes also see benefits to technology (although he chooses not focus on those), 
and we will see many of these in my study as well. 
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Repeatedly during the interviews, parents described how they had enrolled their 
children in sports activities through schools and other community organizations. 
For the most part, they described letting their children choose the sports in which 
they participated—from swimming and running to soccer, football, and lacrosse. 
Occasionally, however, their children resisted all activity, or preferred to adopt 
only less aerobic activities such as music or drama, at which point the parents 
were faced with the choice of how much to force the issue—with some choosing 
to do so and others deciding not to.  
A secondary (and less consciously thought-out) way that physically active 
parents promoted fitness for their younger children was to tow them along to the 
gym. Although the benefit was primarily for the parents, since the children spent 
much of the time in babysitting, it nevertheless modeled for the children the 
importance of physical activity. 
While a healthy diet of food and vitamins and physical exercise helped to 
keep children’s bodies strong, parents also knew that their children would 
inevitably get sick at various points during their upbringing. Parents sought to 
minimize the potential damage and discomfort in a variety of ways. They did so 
through preventative measures such as regular doctor check-ups, scheduled 
vaccinations, or (for immigrants) taking them overseas as very young children to 
inoculate them against diseases they might encounter there. When their children 
had already contracted illnesses, they visited online parenting or medical 
 
 36
websites in search of information, administered over-the-counter medicine, or 
took trips to the doctor’s office or hospital if the sicknesses were severe enough. 
Parents were aware that technological advances in recent years had 
made the medical care they received much better than that of previous eras or 
many other places in the world. As one mother estimated, if she had given birth 
twenty years prior, both she and her son would have died during her very difficult 
childbirth. Another set of parents stated that good sanitation also meant that their 
children did not have to worry about “dying of the guinea worm or trachoma.” The 
mother in this family stated, “I read about how hard people’s lives are in large 
parts of the world and even in the worst slum in America we still have toilets, for 
example. You can pretty much count on there being running water if you need a 
drink. Most people that are living in horrible poverty would think that sounds 
pretty good.” 
Even with the better health care, though, children still faced a range of 
health challenges, ranging from minor bumps and bruises to more serious issues 
such as asthma, allergies, diabetes, and eating disorders. Sometimes the 
illnesses were even more severe. The daughter of one couple was diagnosed 
with leukemia and hospitalized during the data-collection phase of this study. And 
in some cases there was little that doctors could do, as one mother described 
how her son’s Multiple Sclerosis was progressively rendering his limbs weaker 
and weaker. She said, “I have a fear right now that my son is going to be 
ostracized. And there is a good chance by the time he is twelve he may be in a 
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wheelchair for the rest of his life, and he’s probably not going to make it beyond 
thirty. So I’m dealing with a lot.” As this illustrates, while the odds may have been 
better in America, even here there were no guarantees. 
Sex and Dating 
In addition to choices regarding food and exercise, parents also saw that 
harm could come to their children through other imprudent choices, many of 
which were encouraged by peers and other wider societal influences. This 
included children’s choices regarding their sexuality. Although parents most 
frequently thought of pregnancy as the primary consequence of youth sexual 
behavior, they were also quite aware that their children were in danger of 
contracting diseases such as HIV, HPV, and cervical cancer. And they were of a 
mind that there were forces that were foisting sexual awareness and 
expectations upon their children at an age at which they were ill-prepared to 
handle them. Parents frequently mentioned that they thought their children were 
living in a “sex-saturated” society that encouraged them to “grow up too fast” and 
blurred boundaries between right and wrong.  
Within such a society, some parents attempted to counter such awareness 
and expectations, but found themselves at odds with several powerful social 
forces—most often, their children’s peers and entertainment media. Parents 
could keep tabs on their children’s behavior at home—and they reported 
monitoring their children’s Facebook pages, television usage, and contact with 
visitors of the other sex—but the moment their children stepped outside of their 
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walls, they were entering a more perilous world. Many parents described hearing 
stories from their children and from fellow parents of “illicit” middle- and high-
school social practices such as “hooking up,” “sexting,” oral sex, posting personal 
stripteases online, and group sex parties. As one mother reported about the peer 
group at her daughters’ school, “The sexual activity has gotten really weird. Lots 
of group stuff. Boys have parties and they have ten boys there, and they invite 
thirty girls. That’s the plan. This is tenth grade. Tenth grade. It’s not everywhere, 
or every weekend, but it’s going on.” 
While the great majority of parents’ concerns had more to do with the 
social world of American youth than they did with schools per se, occasionally 
schools themselves were indicted. In response to a question about the degree of 
fit between parental values and the values of their children’s schools, a handful of 
parents mentioned disagreements they had with components of their schools’ 
sexual education programs, such as providing condoms to students, insensitive 
screening of videos on HIV/AIDS, and treatment of homosexuality as a lifestyle 
option.4 Moreover, a few others expressed displeasure with the sexualized 
nature of school-sponsored dances. As one mother reported, “[A]pparently sixth-
grade girls were grinding up against boys at the local dance. Stuff like that, things 
that are just not, for me, okay when you’re twelve. And I worry that [my daughter] 
will feel pressured to do those things.” Another mother described how she had 
                                                 
 4. Some parents mentioned that their pushback against this was not only because of 
opposition to homosexuality, but also because it introduced sexuality in general at too early an 
age. 
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forbidden her daughter to attend her senior prom because the event was all 
about “dressing for the guys,” a sentiment echoed by a father who said that the 
point of prom was to “dress yourself to expose yourself.” 
Parents often had issues with the amount of sexual behavior present in 
various forms of media and pop culture because it “validated” such behavior and 
made it “the norm” in the minds of their children. These parents sometimes took 
issue with certain television shows, pop singers, video games, and movies 
because they promoted extra-marital sex and sometimes because they targeted 
too young an audience with more innocent things like flirting.5 As one mother put 
it, 
I don’t see different viewpoints represented as I look at the TV. I see a 
singular viewpoint, that mass media is defining the teenage female 
experience through the magazines, through the TV shows, all through one 
filter. And it is a highly sexualized filter. And if you hear about a girl that is 
going to withhold, she just doesn’t want to have free sex, she doesn’t want 
to do these things, well, she is the oddball. And she has to deal with the 
social consequences of these things. 
 
Parents also had problems with the ubiquity of pornography on the 
internet. In particular, parents of boys took measures to restrict access to it 
through placing computers in common household spaces, installing filters on 
them, and performing spot checks on them when they were in their children’s 
rooms.6 Parents of boys did not want their children to objectivize women in their 
lives. This included one mother, who said,  
                                                 
 5. The Disney Channel drew particular criticism here. 
 
 6. On parents’ limited influence regarding their children’s use of technology, see Carl 
Desportes Bowman, Culture of American Families: A National Survey (University of Virginia: 
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I want [my son] to be comfortable with [sex], and know that it’s not bad; it’s 
pleasurable; but it’s not something that you should be doing with anybody 
and everybody. And if he has curiosity to see the female body, I guess I 
wouldn’t have a problem with that; I would have to see what the context is. 
Because I don’t want him to watch porn and think that’s how women 
should be treated. 
 
Several parents of girls expressed that it was important that their daughters not 
allow themselves to be treated as objects. One father mentioned that he would 
have a real problem if his daughters were to pose someday for a magazine like 
Playboy, even if they said it made them happy to do so. Other mothers and 
fathers described how they tried to encourage modesty and self-respect in their 
daughters. They also described how their task was made more difficult by the 
dearth of modest clothing in stores; instead, those stores marketed and sold what 
one mother called “tramp in training” apparel. According to another mother, the 
message pushed to girls was “You want to get the boy? This is how you dress!” 
At this point, her husband jumped in, adding, 
Somewhere things changed. When I grew up it was all about the boy . . . 
doing whatever he could to get the girl, whether it was doing a wheelie on 
his bicycle, or whether it was hitting the ball the furthest, or being the 
wittiest or the toughest. And now it seems that it’s all about the girls 
wanting the boys. It’s like the girls have to prove themselves to the boys, 
and now the boys have the power. 
 
In addition to the the methods of shaping their children’s environment and 
modeling appropriate behavior, a third approach by which parents attempted to 
transmit their values was through talking to their children. In the case of self-
respect and physical health, this meant having discussions about personal 
                                                                                                                                                 
Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture, 2012), 14–18; Dill, Culture of American Families: 
Interview Report, 26–40. 
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boundaries. Some parents, in fact, began this conversation as early as the pre-
school years when children were learning the names of the parts of their body. 
One mother described how she and her husband told their three-year-old 
daughter,  
“Your body is your own; this is your body. It is private, it is for you. . . . 
There is nothing wrong with your body; there is nothing bad about it; but 
this is yours to determine what happens with it.” [It’s a matter of] setting up 
. . . healthy boundaries of “just me and my body and I get to make 
decisions about who tickles me, and who touches me.” And always, 
always having that “No matter what happens, you are in control.” And I 
think that is where empowerment is. The girls get confused with that—
about where the power is. The power is always in her hands, with her 
body to choose as she sees fit. 
 
If daughters had a good measure of self-respect, the thinking went, they would 
be less likely to throw themselves into romantic or sexual relationships too early 
in order to gain affirmation from boyfriends and from the wider circle of peers who 
tended to identify them not by “who they are,” but by “who they are with.” 
Parents within my sample did display a significant degree of variation in 
their comfort (or discomfort) with the American social practice of “dating,” which 
we will discuss both here and later in this chapter when we look specifically at the 
influence of religion. Parents knew that hormones were racing through their 
children’s bodies, and some envisioned that earlier interest in dating and in the 
opposite sex could potentially lead to earlier sexual activity. For this and other 
reasons, a number of these parents forbade their children to date until they 
entered college. Other parents allowed their children to date, but ended up 
worrying when their daughters went out with older boys or came home with 
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evidence of romantic trysts on their necks. Still others expressed few 
reservations at all, accepting dating as a more-or-less given and innocent part of 
the life course in America. 
While parents might have exerted some direct influence on their children’s 
dating habits while they were minors, they knew that whether their children 
engaged in healthy sexual practices in the short or long run depended on 
whether they were able to “lay a foundation” of values (“right and wrong”) that 
their children would take with them wherever they went. One father said that his 
strategy was “to be proactive with my children, . . . because I can’t make them do 
anything. I can hope that my teaching will imbue within them or upon them some 
sort of a structured set of principles that they will abide by. That is all I can do.”  
When it came to talking with (and talking at) their children about sex and 
dating, these conversations were sometimes uncomfortable for both parents and 
children. In some instances, children were deemed too young to have the talk, 
but it was generally acknowledged that the conversations should begin by the 
pre-teen years. When they did happen, they were more difficult for some parents 
than for others. One single mother described her failed efforts to get her brother 
to talk with her son about sex, since he would have been able to lend a male 
perspective that she could not provide.7 For some foreign-born parents, it was 
difficult to know how much to impose foreign cultural values regarding dating on 
                                                 
 7. Within my sample, there were seven single mothers, four of whom were divorced, one who 
was separated from her husband, and one who had been widowed. One of these women, who 
was Indian, at first elected not to answer the civil status question on the demographic 
questionnaire, likely because of the greater degree of stigma attached to divorce in her home 
country, but later during the interview she described her life as a divorcee and a mother. 
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children growing up in an American context. This meant discussing with their 
children, and sometimes giving in on, matters such as the appropriate age to 
begin dating or the acceptability of going to clubs with boys. 
In relation to sex or dating, and to a plethora of other choices, another 
fundamental tension ran though all of the interviews. How were parents to 
communicate and reinforce their expectations for their children? On the one 
hand, parents wanted to promote high moral standards. On the other, they also 
wanted their children to feel comfortable talking to them when they failed to live 
up to those standards. Many parents described how communication between 
parents and their children was more “open” than it was when they were children, 
as they would never have felt comfortable discussing taboo subjects or their own 
moral failings with their parents. The parents in this study were aware that 
discipline was a necessary part of parenting; at the same time, however, they 
sought to minimize the degree of disapproval or judgment that their children felt 
when they meted out that discipline because they wanted their children to 
continue to come to them and talk openly about their lives. 
When parents did speak with their children about their desires for them, a 
number of them spoke of reserving sex for marriage, since they saw a 
monogamous relationship as the most physically, psychologically, and 
relationally healthy option. While most parents who expressed this view were 
firmly committed to this stance, some parents wondered how realistic it was, 
given the prevalence of premarital sex in American society. One mother said,  
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If you are eighteen [or] nineteen and you are in college and you have a 
girlfriend . . . Certainly, I would rather you wait until you found the spouse 
that you would get married to. Obviously, that is the ideal and what we 
want for our sons and daughters. But the reality is . . . Certainly, I would 
say . . . You can always have a condom in your wallet. I think you are 
naive not to. You know what I’m saying? 
 
Another mother described how her original ideal to reserve sex for marriage had 
recently shifted to “respect.” 
Is this the person? Do you see yourself in a long-term relationship? [Are] 
you are going to invest yourself, your family, their family? And then when 
this breaks off, what if you see that girl’s father in the street in two weeks? 
Did it break off right? Can you look him in the eye and . . . say “hi” and 
shake hands? Or are you going to be this coward, creepy thing, because 
you’ve dumped her and you’re walking away? 
 
Although adjusting to cultural norms was obviously something that immigrant 
parents did in their new country, the fact that only one of these two mothers was 
born outside of the United States illustrates that accommodation to mainstream 
American culture was something that non-immigrants did, too. 
Alcohol and other Drugs 
While parents feared the physical effects of their children’s sexual activity, 
they also feared the negative effects of substances such as alcohol, tobacco, 
marijuana, and other drugs. The harm could be caused directly by the 
substances themselves (as in the killing of brain cells), or indirectly at the hands 
of abusive future spouses or drunken drivers. While parents in this study enjoyed 
many advantages due to their relatively high socio-economic status, a drug-free 
environment for their children was not one of them. In fact, several parents 
mentioned the prevalence of juvenile drug abuse in their suburban towns, and 
 
 45
attributed part of the blame to the amount of money available to youth and to a 
lack of parental oversight when both parents worked outside the home. Some 
parents had seen their own children use drugs, while others had only heard 
about it second-hand, as in the case of one mother of young children who 
reported, “I was just listening to a radio program about heroin use among 
teenagers and how it’s such a giant problem in fine, lovely suburbs with two-
parent families and I’m thinking very scary things about the teenage years.” 
In some cases, the site of drug use was the middle school or high school 
that their children attended. As one parent described, “My daughter, she’s in the 
middle school, sixth, seventh, and eighth grade, and there’s already a lot of crazy 
stuff that goes on there, things that are more acceptable than they were twenty-
five years ago when I was a kid. Kids are bringing alcohol in water bottles to 
school in the sixth grade and getting drunk, that kind of stuff.” In other cases, free 
hours before or after the school day were the times when children could get into 
the most trouble. Finally, weekend parties were events at which children could 
come in contact with alcohol and other mentally and physically addictive 
substances. 
Parents were aware that underage drinking and drug use were not new to 
their children’s generation. In fact, some of them described the apprehension 
they felt about parenting teens because of their own first-hand experiences with 
substances during the teenage years. Yet most who expressed an opinion 
believed that the problem of substance abuse was greater today than ever before 
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because drugs were more readily available and children were experimenting with 
them at younger ages. Furthermore, many immigrant families believed that 
problems such as binge drinking were greater in the United States than in locales 
where teenage alcohol consumption was either more culturally acceptable (as in 
Europe) or less so (as in India). In the American context, many parents saw it as 
almost inevitable that their children would experiment at some point with 
consciousness-altering substances. While many parents mentioned the 
importance of giving their children autonomy and letting them find their own path 
to happiness, they also felt the need to involve themselves in this particular 
matter due to the harmful consequences that their children’s choices might 
occasion. This tension can be seen in the lengthy ruminations of a father, who 
stated,  
Let them have some space as long as it doesn’t come back and result in 
rude or obnoxious behavior, or self-destructive behavior. They’re going to 
be self-destructive to some extent; everybody is and that’s how you 
develop. But as long as it is not harming them to an irreparable state, that 
is fine. There are things like drinking, drugs, . . . stuff like that. You have to 
be realistic. As long as your kid is grounded and doesn’t make that the 
center of their lives, that is fine. I mean, I prefer none of it to be there, but 
also you don’t want them to be stupid. You don’t want them to be growing 
up in a world in which they think everything is black and white, and are like 
little saints running around. Saints get run over and crushed. You want 
them to be somewhat successful and have a good time in life too, you 
know. Children should enjoy themselves also. But I don’t know, that’s the 
thing. . . . It’s okay . . . when you are a bit older. Then you can handle all 
that stuff. And then your parents don’t need to guide you, but as a kid you 
are very impressionable and you can make the wrong decision and you 
can mess up your life really bad. So that’s why you just have to be vigilant, 
and that’s why (pause) usually I would prefer not to be involved in that 
kind of stuff. If [my son] said [he] went to a party and a couple of kids had 
some drinks, and he had some drinks and didn’t come back and tell me, I 
don’t really need to know. But unfortunately because of the potential for a 
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downhill slide, I do actually need to be kind of telling and looking. [If] he 
went to a party and had a couple of drinks; it’s fine; we will keep it 
between us. But you know you have to realize, you are a young kid, and 
can really (pause) [bring on] all the, all the potential bad stuff that can 
ensue from that. 
 
For some parents of teens, the most feared part of substance usage was 
the long-range potential of addiction. This was particularly the case for those with 
biological predispositions to addiction, such as one father who wrote to his 
children, “Just don’t drink. . . . You have bad genes working against you. That is 
not an excuse.” For other parents, the greatest fear was that catastrophe could 
strike instantaneously while their child was behind the wheel of an automobile or 
riding with peers that were under the influence of alcohol. For example, one 
father and mother described their simultaneous feelings of fright, relief, and 
gratitude for a “wake-up call” that their daughter had received when the local 
police pulled over the car in which she was riding and in which another 
passenger had been drinking. 
To combat the specter of substance abuse, parents employed a number 
of strategies. First of all, they talked with their children, stressing that their 
children had the ability to make choices. Even if their peers were involved with 
drugs and alcohol, they did not need to follow suit. It was quite clear here that 
children’s autonomy was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, children could 
express their autonomy in a negative manner by participating in activities that 
their parents forbade or discouraged. On the other hand, they could exercise 
autonomy positively by choosing to stand against a peer culture that encouraged 
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destructive behavior.8 Indeed, on the occasions in which parents esteemed 
critical thinking as a virtue for their children, this latter option was part of what 
was on their minds. 
During their discussions with their children, some parents focused on the 
biological effects of drugs. For those who had used drugs themselves, they 
described the sensations they brought on the body. Others mentioned the 
disadvantages of family heredity, pointing to examples of the negative effects of 
alcohol in their extended families. In pointing out these negative examples in 
family and elsewhere in society, these parents were combating what they saw as 
the glorification of alcohol consumption (i.e. “party animals”) on television and in 
other media.9 Finally, some parents also modeled abstinence from alcohol 
themselves, thereby avoiding the difficult question one mother fielded from her 
daughter: “If it’s not good [for your body], and if it doesn’t taste good, why do you 
guys drink it?” 
In addition to talking to children and foregrounding models of good and 
bad behavior, parents attempted to shape their children’s environment in several 
other ways. As we have noted, however, when their children went to school, 
parents’ influence waned and responsibility passed to school officials. Overall, 
                                                 
 8. Along this social dimension, at least, these parents supported the claim “that children’s 
‘thinking for themselves’ actually means children should think like their parents and less like their 
peers.” Carl Desportes Bowman et al., Culture of American Families: Executive Report 
(University of Virginia: Insitute for Advanced Studies in Culture, 2012), 11. 
 
 9. Although drug use did concern parents, parents appeared less concerned overall with the 
glorification of drug use in digital media than with the glorification of teenage sexuality. 
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parents gave their children’s schools mixed reviews on their efforts to combat 
drug use among students. One mother questioned the use of drug-sniffing dogs 
to check lockers instead of students themselves, since students usually carried 
contraband on their person. Another questioned the effectiveness of drug 
prevention programs, although this was qualified by one father who thought that 
his son’s health classes had been somewhat effective in discouraging cigarette 
smoking among his peers. The one area in which schools unequivocally received 
passing marks from parents was in their provision of extracurricular activities. 
Sometimes sports coaches provided additional measures of accountability by 
disciplining athletes who attended parties where drinking was involved. Most 
often, however, parents valued extracurricular activities (at schools and 
elsewhere) because they served to keep their children busy. Parents reasoned 
that if the children were less idle, they would have less opportunity to get into 
trouble. 
Outside of the school setting, parents positively shaped the environment 
primarily by increasing their degree of presence and involvement. More than 
once I was told by mothers that it was more important that they be home during 
their children’s teenage years than during their earliest years; in families that 
could afford to do so, some mothers had resigned from employment outside the 
home in order to be present in the afternoons when their teenage children arrived 
home from school. When parents were around more often, they could also 
monitor their children’s rooms and possessions more closely and check their 
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breath for traces of alcohol (even if their children saw them as adversaries when 
they did so). On a more cooperative note, parents also made themselves 
available to their children at any time of day or night when children felt 
themselves to be in danger. Several parents spoke of equipping their children 
with cell phones and helping them to devise strategies such as pretending to be 
sick in order to slip out of an alcohol-laden car or using a code word during a 
phone conversation with their parents to let them know that they needed to be 
picked up. 
Parents knew that much of the desire of youth for forbidden substances 
stemmed from curiosity and a desire to stretch their adolescent wings by 
breaking taboos and engaging in “adult” behavior. Yet the ways parents 
attempted to address this impulse differed markedly (and sometimes elicited a 
good deal of emotion from my interviewees). One tactic was to hold high 
expectations for their children by prohibiting drinking and disciplining them if and 
when they did so, such as one father who found his daughter consuming alcohol 
during a sleepover in their basement and grounded her for a period of time. 
Another tactic was to attempt to lessen the appeal of the taboo by allowing 
children to sample small amounts of alcohol at home, such as a father who 
stated, 
We’ve told [our daughter] that if she wants alcohol, she can have it here. . 
. . If you want some wine or something, . . . if you want to try a beer and 
see what it’s like, [that’s] fine, but you’re going to do it in our home, . . . 
And we’re not going to judge you and you’ll see what it’s like, and then it’s 
almost like the mystique is gone. I think if you can remove some of the 
mystique of these things, and their friends say, “Oh, I snuck some Jack 
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Daniels. Do you want to drink it?” And our daughter can say, “If I want to 
have alcohol, I can have it in my house anytime I want. I don’t need that.” 
Maybe she won’t get in trouble; maybe she’ll be the sane one when the 
boy is driving fast, and say, “Hey, Stupid, why don’t you just stop this car 
and let me get out before you crash into a tree.” That’s what our hope is. 
 
A final tactic was predicated on the assumption that children would not be 
content to drink only small amounts with their parents. Therefore, one mother told 
me how she and her husband  
have had some parties here, and I have politely collected keys and 
provided pillows and blankets, and monitored with food, and [said] “You 
are spending the night.” . . . Because kids are either going to go behind 
the school, or be out wherever, potentially be drunken-driving, get into 
some trouble and I just would rather them be in my house. I know what’s 
going on. “I see you; you are with me.” I am just more comfortable with 
that. And then it’s not like this taboo. If you drink three and you are sick, 
go puke in the toilet and see how much fun it is. And maybe next time you 
will say, “Gee, that wasn’t much fun. Maybe three was too many.” Like, 
you gotta learn. You don’t just come out at twenty-one being, “Okay, now I 
can drink. Now I am perfect.”10 
 
As with sexuality, we see again that not all parents reinforced their preference for 
abstention from drinking, but that some (in this case, two non-immigrant parents) 
felt forced to adjust their parenting practices to deal with a wider American 
culture that did not align with those desires. 
Other Dangerous Activities 
From the time their children began to walk (and possibly even before), 
parents feared that their children would suffer injury from a variety of other 
activities as well. Indeed, the discourse of parents in the interviews substantiate 
                                                 
 10. No parents spoke of providing tobacco or harder drugs to their children in the way that 
they did alcohol. 
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the claims of historians that today’s parents focus on the fragility of children much 
more than in centuries past, when parents assumed that children were a hardier 
lot.11 In their children’s early years, parents in my study worried that they would 
harm themselves by climbing furniture and subsequently falling or jumping from 
the heights. One mother described her responsibility for her risk-taking toddler 
as, “Keep her safe. (laughter) Keep her out of the street. Keep her from blowing 
herself up.” This continued into the elementary school years, when parents 
feared that things like cycling, rollerblading, tree-climbing, and boating accidents 
would result in broken legs, fractured skulls, or even death. Therefore, they 
cautioned their children to wear helmets and to exercise constant vigilance. As 
children grew into their teenage years, parents worried about driving, realizing 
that their children’s lack of experience raised the odds of accident and injury. 
They spoke of buying “safe” cars for their children, and how they had to grant 
them autonomy to drive themselves despite their fears, knowing that it would 
prepare them for adulthood. In the words of one mother,  
In our town I never realized how many trees and telephone poles are right 
against the road until [my daughter] started driving the last few months, 
with her learner’s permit. . . . Yeah, there are minivans [on the road], and 
these trees are right there, [and], like, boulders. So it’s, it’s scary on their 
freedom, but we realized that we have to evolve with this and let her drive 
because the more she drives while she’s still under our roof, eventually 
she will become a better driver. 
 
                                                 
 11. Historian Peter Stearns charts the rise of the “vulnerable child” over the course of the 
twentieth century in Peter N. Stearns, Anxious Parents: A History of Modern Childrearing in 
America (New York: New York University Press, 2004), 17–56. And Bowman, Culture of 
American Families: A National Survey, 14, finds that four in five of today’s American parents 
believe that “children are very vulnerable and must be protected.”  
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As we will see in the next section, however, backing off from monitoring or 
controlling their children’s environment could be very difficult. 
Person-Inflicted Violence 
Sadly, not all injuries that children sustain are accidental. Thus, parents 
also felt the need to protect their children from the harmful actions of other 
persons. While those who lived in the suburbs were not scared of gangs, they did 
express concern over bullying that took place at their children’s schools, often 
starting from a very early age. As one mother expressed, 
When your kids go to preschool, you can control the environment, and the 
kids are so sweet and the worst thing that will happen is that they might 
get bitten or pinched by another or whatever. That’s about as bad as it 
gets, you know. But then they go to [grade] school, and it starts in 
kindergarten, I can feel it already in first grade, as now there’s the “in” 
group and the “out” group. 
 
Social scientists use various measures to gauge the social position of 
various social groups, but one of the most revealing venues may be the 
playgrounds, hallways, and classrooms of America’s schools. Parents in my 
study sometimes described how their children had found themselves in the “out-
group” because of things such as physical size, newness to the school, ethnic 
group, or religion. Frequently, the resulting bullying took forms such as verbal 
teasing, harassment through snatching of personal items, exclusion from 
playground activities, and taunting through cell phone texts and social media 
websites such as Facebook. The bullying also occasionally took the physical 
form of punching or pushing in hallways. To deal with this, parents either 
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encouraged their children to fight back or to tell a teacher, contacted school 
administration themselves, or pulled their children from the school. In one case, 
parents enrolled their child in therapeutic counseling to help deal with anxiety 
resulting from the bullying, which had begun to manifest itself in physical as well 
as psychological pain. 
Within the home, parents were less likely to speak in terms of bullying or 
abuse when physical pain was inflicted by siblings, although they did sometimes 
try to intervene. Some of the single mothers in the study, however, had few 
reservations with using the word “abuse” to describe the actions toward 
themselves or their children that had led to divorce or separation from their 
husbands. Furthermore, parents hoped that none of their daughters’ own future 
spouses would be abusive towards them. 
For parents of younger children, the most feared form of person-inflicted 
harm came from human predators. This fear was a subset of the general fear 
that parents of children of all ages experienced—that of not being present to 
prevent or to address potentially dangerous situations, from local activities such 
as visiting a movie theater or the mall to more remote activities such as trips to 
other states or countries.12 Overall, parents felt that the world was not as safe a 
place for their children as it was when they were young. In fact, when parents 
compared the present with the past, the only improvement in safety they 
                                                 
 12. The fact that these things were frequently done in groups did not fully relieve the anxiety. 
The salient thing was that the parent was not present to monitor the situation. 
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mentioned was government legislation mandating the use of child car seats. 
Apart from that, parents recalled days when their families may not have locked 
their houses and they were free to play at the park, roam the neighborhood, and 
take public transportation downtown unaccompanied by adults. In the current 
climate, however, they did not feel comfortable letting their own children do any 
of those things.13 
In order to address stranger danger, parents talked to their children about 
not speaking with people whom they did not know and trust. They also restricted 
their children’s movement, often forbidding them to play outside unsupervised or 
to visit their less-familiar friends’ houses for fear that pedophiles might be lurking. 
When their children did go outside, such as to the bus stop, parents 
accompanied them. In some cases, they let other individuals whom they trusted 
monitor the children as well, such as one set of parents who purchased a home 
on a cul-de-sac and developed a trusting relationship with other families. In most 
cases, however, parents found suburban life quite anonymous, and had few 
networks of neighbors or extended family nearby to help monitor the children and 
ensure their safety.14 In the event that their children did have to leave parents’ 
                                                 
 13. For a more extended discussion of the arenas in which parents constrain their children’s 
physical mobility, as well as how this fits with other arenas in which parents feel compelled to 
monitor their children, see Markella B. Rutherford, Adult Supervision Required: Private Freedom 
and Public Constraints for Parents and Children, Families in Focus (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 2011), 60–88. 
 
 14. These parents may feel alone, but they are not alone in feeling a lack of support within 
their neighborhoods. Bowman et al., Culture of American Families: Executive Report, 13, find that 
“[s]ix out of ten parents (fifty-nine percent) say that their neighbors offer no active support at all in 
their daily childcare routines, and three-quarters of all parents rate their neighbors’ support as 
negligible.” 
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presence, some parents equipped them with cell phones so that they could call 
them or the police if they sensed any danger.15 
As I spoke with parents, one question that arose was whether the danger 
of abduction was truly greater than in prior eras, or primarily a perception 
generated by media.16 One mother mused, “Was it always this way? Possibly. 
We just didn’t have the media coverage telling everybody that so-and-so got 
taken from their yard. And it doesn’t happen as much as you think it does, only 
now it’s in our faces through media exposure. So that could be a skewed view.” 
Parents were grateful for the greater information that various forms of media and 
technology granted to them, yet such awareness also led to much greater 
anxiety. As another mother stated, “It’s nothing like when my husband and I were 
growing up, and it was relatively safe to go outside, and you knew your 
neighbors, and your neighbors knew you. . . . I don’t know if we just live in a 
bubble, but you had that feeling of safety, to whereas now, you go online and you 
see how many registered sex offenders are in your neighborhood. And it’s scary. 
So I think it’s bad; it’s just a lot more dangerous for our kids.” 
                                                 
 15. Psychologist Barbara Hofer calls the cell phone an “electronic tether” that allows highly 
involved parents to continue to monitor their children even as they enter the college setting. 
Barbara K. Hofer, “The Electronic Tether: Parental Regulation, Self-Regulation, and the Role of 
Technology in College Transitions,” Journal of The First-Year Experience and Students in 
Transition 20, no. 2 (2008): 9–24. For more on how parents do or do not use the cell phone and 
other forms of technology as surveillance devices in their children’s lives, see Margaret K. 
Nelson, Parenting out of Control: Anxious Parents in Uncertain Times (New York: New York 
University Press, 2010), 107–73. 
 
 16. For the ways that media perpetuate a culture of fear, see Frank Furedi, Culture of Fear 
Revisited (New York: Continuum, 2006); Dan Gardner, The Science of Fear (New York: Plume, 
2008); Barry Glassner, Culture of Fear (New York: Basic Books, 2010). 
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Finally, a small number of parents brought up the possibility that youth 
could take their own lives. Although most did not refer to suicide as one of their 
chief fears for their own children, they knew that it was a social reality, as 
evidenced by their concern for a young woman in a local school who had taken 
her life during a period of intense online bullying. When parents spoke of her, it 
was obvious that they found her death troubling largely because of the age she 
shared with their own children.  
The Religious Factor 
So how much did religion play a role in parents’ desire for safe and 
healthy children? At first glance, it would appear that the answer is almost none. 
All parents in the study, regardless of religious orientation, wanted their children 
to experience physical wellness—a finding that would be no surprise to an 
Atheist mother who argued that ontological security was a fundamental desire of 
all sentient beings: 
I think that there is something very basic to being human that makes you 
value life. I think we are born with our emotional attachment to life. I mean, 
as little babies we cry when our own survival or our safety is in peril. When 
we don’t feel right or we are hurt, we cry. And it’s life in general, not just 
humans. Birds even, pets—they cry out when they are hurt. Whales come 
to each other’s rescue. I think it’s very [clear] that caring for life and your 
family is just inherent. It’s our ape, caveman, default condition. 
 
At a certain level, this mother is obviously correct. Yet there is much more to the 
story. 
As described in the introduction, humans are always and everywhere 
embedded in moral orders. In the case of “attachment to life,” even if there is a 
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biological penchant to avoid physical pain and to preserve one’s existence, these 
tendencies can be overridden if the moral orders governing life within a particular 
social and material context deem it appropriate to do so.17 In terms of the self, 
one finds throughout history self-flagellating nuns, activists on hunger strikes, 
and many more who voluntarily undergo a great deal of physical pain. One also 
finds others, such as nurses caring for plague victims and firefighters who enter 
collapsing buildings, who risk or sacrifice their very lives in service of a “higher” 
moral good.18 
If we expand the scope of concern to include one’s offspring, the 
dynamics are much the same. It is certainly “natural” for humans to care 
physically for their young.19 However, there are times when such care is minimal 
or absent. In some cases, this is due merely to parental incapacity. Yet in others 
it is encouraged (or at least justifiable) on the basis of societal moral orders. To 
give some extreme examples, many peoples of Mesoamerica thought it right to 
sacrifice children to the gods to ensure the perpetuation of the universe. The 
                                                 
 17. By using the phrase “appropriate it to do so” here, I have avoided using the phrase “worth 
it to do so,” since using the latter would imply that this framework of moral order is commensurate 
with truncated conceptions of humans as rational benefit-maximizing actors. While it is true that 
even self-sacrificial (i.e. altruistic) human behavior can be portrayed in rational choice terms, 
since people could engage in such behavior in order to feel better about themselves in this life or 
accrue benefits in an afterlife, this is highly problematic. Not only does it restrict the possibilities 
for altruism to atheists who die or become mentally incapacitated during their sacrificial acts 
(since they do not count on receiving benefits in an afterlife and are unable to enjoy benefits in 
this life), but it misunderstands the self-denying and self-giving that makes human morality 
“moral” in the first place. 
 
 18. My appreciation to Scott Lundeen for the example of nurses caring for plague victims. 
 
 19. This is not to say, of course, that animals always do care for their young. Many animal 
species have been observed to engage in “filial cannibalism” (i.e. the consumption of their 
offspring). 
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ancient Romans thought it acceptable to expose unwanted infants to the 
elements if they were deformed, if the parents wanted to maintain the economic 
prospects of existing family members, if parents wanted to avoid the social 
embarrassment of having illegitimate children, or if they despaired the effects of 
evil omens or future life outcomes connected to the children.20 Indeed, it could be 
argued that abortion is a live option today largely because of the moral values of 
choice, individualism, personal fulfillment, and desirable standards of living (both 
for parents and children).21 What these aforementioned examples of self and 
child illustrate is that even very basic and natural desires such as survival and 
avoidance of physical pain are values whose worth rises or falls depending on 
the larger frameworks of moral order in which they are embedded. 
It is important to note that none of the parents in my study advocated 
anything like self-flagellation or martyrdom for their children. All wanted their 
children to be relatively healthy—and to avoid adversity more generally. In fact, 
on many dimensions—including medical care, physical exercise, drug use, 
protection from predators, and suicide prevention—parents from different 
religious traditions varied little in reported priorities or behaviors. However, 
religion did seem to make a difference in social norms regarding diet and sex and 
                                                 
 20. W. V. Harris, “Child-Exposure in the Roman Empire,” The Journal of Roman Studies 84 
(1994): 11–15, doi:10.2307/300867. Factors such as gender and birth order played a role as well; 
see Judith Evans Grubbs, “The Dynamics of Infant Abandonment: Motives, Attitudes and 
(Unintended) Consequences,” in The Dark Side of Childhood in Late Antiquity and the Middle 
Ages, ed. Katariina Mustakallio and Christian Laes (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2011), 23. 
 
 21. This example is given not to take sides in the debate over the personhood or non-
personhood of the human fetus, but to illustrate that moral orders regarding parenting are present 
and govern behavior in contemporary society as well. 
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dating, which reflected, at least along these dimensions, different positions 
occupied by religious traditions in American cultural life.22  
Religion and Dietary Norms 
Social norms involving food surfaced during interviews with parents from 
all traditions. This could include anything from driving through fast food 
restaurants to purifying one’s body by fasting during the month of Ramadan. 
However, it was the Hindus and Muslims who raised the issue most often.  
The primary concern for Muslims was following the traditional Islamic 
prohibition on consuming pork, although they did not mention it as particularly 
difficult to refrain from in America (and was something the Sunday school at the 
center did by ordering cheese-only pizza for children’s morning snack break). It 
was manageable, in part, because Islam traditionally allows its adherents to eat 
other types of meat, provided that they have met certain criteria (called Halal). 
However, it may have been even less of an issue because few parents 
mentioned that they followed this standard and one mother even explained how 
her family had made some accommodations to the American context, saying “I’m 
not sure if you understand Halal, about that the meat should be killed in a certain 
way. My husband and I are very much of the opinion that as long as it’s good 
meat, and it’s clean, . . . it’s not a black market meat or anything, and it’s organic, 
                                                 
 22. Religion also played a large role in determining the degree to which children were 
subjected to bullying. Because bullying is as much emotional and psychological as it is physical, 
however, I will withhold discussion on this until a later chapter. 
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preferably, then it’s fine. Whereas my mother-in-law would . . . probably have to 
get Halal meat.” 
More concerned about diet, however, were the Hindu parents, since their 
eating practices differed to an even greater degree from those of mainstream 
American society—a society shaped by Christians who centuries earlier had 
come to terms theologically with the consumption of large quantities of meat.23 At 
home, these Hindu parents prepared “vegetarian” food for their children, although 
what that meant in practice varied greatly from family to family. Some families’ 
diet consisted only of vegetables. Others’ diet included eggs, fish, or poultry. Still 
others declared beef an occasional option, such as one father who admitted that 
he had tried it (and not liked it) and that his wife was prone to eating a steak and 
cheese sub sandwich every six months or so. In some cases, such differences 
likely represented different levels of accommodation to American dining 
practices. However, according to one Hindu couple, another reason for such 
gastronomic diversity lay in the geographical regions, economic resources, 
culture, and religion of India.  
Father: You might encounter fifty percent of . . . the Indians eat chicken 
and fish and fifty percent probably would not. That’s more like [it] depends 
on the area. India is not as big as the US, definitely, but it’s a diversified 
country. Even though everybody is a Hindu there, everybody has their 
own kind of language, their own beliefs (pause) not beliefs, more like a 
different culture. Same temples, same mythologies, (brief pause) but a 
little bit different. I don’t know why that happened, maybe because of the 
Indian history, it had been like there for two, three thousand years so it 
                                                 
 23. For a description of the more nuanced understanding of food consumption in the Early 
Church, and the subsequent loss of this understanding, see Stephen H. Webb, Good Eating 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2001). 
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evolved and people started practicing their own norms. So where you 
come from—like, coastal area people they eat fish. 
 
Mother: It depends on the availability. 
 
Father: So that’s all that’s available there, I guess. So we cannot tell [our 
children], “We are Hindus, we cannot eat anything.” . . . Similarly, the 
central part, mostly the central parts are no meat, no egg, nothing with 
chicken. And everywhere now it’s like “mix and match.” Like the place 
where I’m from, in South India, you’ll see a lot of people that don’t eat 
anything at all, no egg, no chicken, nothing. But . . . I think my parents and 
my ancestors might have anything. . . . But we still don’t eat red meat, 
especially beef and pork. Cows are a religious animal to us, a sacred 
animal. Pork we don’t eat for some reason. It’s not religious, but probably 
(pause) I don’t know the reason, but they don’t eat [it]. 
 
The above quote illustrates a number of social dynamics and questions of 
interest to scholars of religion. For one, it highlights the degree to which material 
conditions affect the ability to enact social practices. In India, access to certain 
foods varied by geographical location, making certain forms of vegetarianism 
more or less difficult—although parents added that it was much easier to be 
vegetarian in India than it was in the United States. Furthermore, geographical 
difference mattered within the United States as well, as parents reported more 
institutional support for vegetarians in New England than in places such as the 
Deep South. This was likely due to the larger number of other vegetarians (both 
Hindu and non-Hindu) in the region.24 Indeed, with more people of Asian 
background in the area, these Hindu parents had seen recent favorable 
developments not only in the growing number and quality of Asian specialty 
                                                 
 24. This does not mean that there were not Hindus in the South, or many other less-
populated places in America, since Hindus migrated to these places during the “brain drain” of the 
1960s. Even so, their absolute numbers were still smaller and they enjoyed less external cultural 
support in these regions than in New England. 
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grocery stores, but in mainstream grocery chains that had begun devoting entire 
aisles to Asian food products.25 
The quote also brings to light the many ways in which the category 
“religion” and the nature of specific religions are being negotiated and contested 
within American religious subcultures and between those subcultural 
communities and the wider society. To begin with, we see in the above quote that 
certain practices (such as the non-consumption of beef) can be seen as 
“religious,” while others (such as the non-consumption of pork) come to be 
designated as “cultural.” In part, this is because some religious practices have 
more robust connections to legitimating religious stories than do others. For 
example, cattle are the central symbol of early Vedic sacrificial rituals, and their 
rise to inviolate status as the primary recipients of ahimsa, or non-harm, is 
justified today by reference to the mythological Puranas and Sanskrit epics such 
as the Mahabharata.26 When this father reaches for an explanation for the value 
of avoiding beef, he has a rich set of stories at hand. But the difference in 
“religious” and “cultural” practices also has to do with the degree to which those 
practices are shared within a religious community. When a religious community’s 
members hold social practices in common, it is easy to label those practices as 
                                                 
 25. For another American parallel regarding the organizational support needed for the 
practice of a distinctive subcultural diet, see the example of Orthodox Jews and their kosher diet 
provided in Etan Diamond, “Beyond Borscht: The Kosher Lifestyle and the Religious 
Consumerism of Suburban Orthodox Jews,” in Faith in the Market: Religion and the Rise of 
Urban Commercial Culture, ed. John Michael Giggie and Diane Winston (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 2002), 227–46. 
 
 26. Frank J. Korom, “Holy Cow! The Apotheosis of Zebu, or Why the Cow Is Sacred in 
Hinduism,” Asian Folklore Studies 59, no. 2 (2000): 186–89, doi:10.2307/1178915. 
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“religious.” But when they diverge, the difference in practices can be attributed to 
the different “cultural” background of practitioners. In fact, as we will see later in 
the chapter on identity, one way of claiming the superiority of one’s own form of 
practice is to argue that one’s own version is true to the religion, but that the 
versions practiced by others have been compromised by undue cultural 
influence.27 Although the Hindus did not do this to one another on the subject of 
dietary practices, we will see when we discuss Islam in America that the 
boundary between “religious” and “cultural” can be a very consequential matter 
indeed. 
 For the Hindu parents, we do see in this example the difficulty of providing 
justifications for one’s practices—especially to their American-raised children. 
Although parents could pay attention to the ingredients on food labels at the 
grocery store and cook in a certain way at home, when their children left the 
realm of parental oversight, their “normal” experiences within the walls of the 
home were now perceived by their peers as “different.” While some parents 
reported that their children had little trouble with this, others described how their 
children felt very uncomfortable being different, which even led parents to wonder 
whether their children were eating meat outside the home. In India, children 
almost always packed a lunch for school, and when they did so in America, their 
                                                 
 27. On the tendency to attribute to one’s religion only good things, while dismissing negatives 
as merely cultural, see R. Stephen Warner, Elise Martel, and Rhonda E. Dugan, “Islam Is to 
Catholicism as Teflon Is to Velcro: Religion and Culture among Muslims and Latinas,” in 
Sustaining Faith Traditions: Race, Ethnicity, and Religion among the Latino and Asian American 
Second Generation, ed. Carolyn Chen and Russell Jeung (New York: New York University Press, 
2012), 48–51, 54–55, 58–60. 
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meat-eating peers sometimes looked skeptically or disapprovingly at the 
vegetarian fare they had brought from home. For this reason, Indian-American 
children often wanted to order school lunch and carry a lunch tray like their 
friends, but that was problematic since the only vegetable options on the menu 
were side items—with the exception of cheese pizza, which grew tiresome when 
eaten every day. For children whose form of vegetarianism allowed them to eat 
chicken, fitting in with peers was somewhat easier, since both schools and fast-
food restaurants frequently had chicken options on the menu. 
Hindu parents varied somewhat on their expectations for their children’s 
diet outside the home. Some hoped that their children would adopt “Indian-style” 
eating practices, and tried to enable them to do so by always having vegetarian 
food on hand, both inside and outside of the home. On the other end of the 
spectrum, one mother said that she never wanted to force vegetarianism on her 
son, and even encouraged him try meat if he so desired (which he did not). In 
between the two extremes, one mother described how she and her husband 
were strict vegetarians, but that they allowed their children to eat chicken and 
pork, but not beef. Others expressed their wishes that their children eat a 
vegetarian diet, but said they would understand if their children’s friends offered 
them only meat and thereby left them no other option but to consume it. 
 Because children did not like the feeling of being singled out, they 
sometimes raised the issue of the Indian diet with their parents, or had it drawn 
out of them when parents noticed that they appeared troubled. Sometimes 
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parents encouraged their children to embrace difference, and to educate their 
peers about Indian food in the hopes that they would come to appreciate and to 
enjoy it themselves. However, these “Indian” children, who were growing up in 
America just as their peers were, often asked why they had to be different in the 
first place. As one couple explained, answers to such questions would not have 
been given in India. 
Father: In India the parenting styles are different. You don’t talk to your 
kids a lot about what their thinking is; there are just rules. 
 
Mother: There are set rules and you follow them. 
 
Father: It is more hierarchical. Where [in the U.S.], to a certain extent, you 
have to . . . talk to your kids about why they are thinking something, or 
explaining it to them, whereas in India there is not a need for explanation. 
Part of it is just because when everyone is the same, you don’t really need 
to explain anything anymore. Because it’s just what everyone does. . . . 
Our [Christian and Jewish] neighbors [here in the U.S.] . . . were pointing 
out the fact that if you ask most people why there is an Easter Bunny and 
Easter eggs, eighty percent of the people probably couldn’t tell you that. 
But everyone does it so the explanation isn’t required. Where here, 
because the stuff we do, it’s just different from what ninety percent of the 
population does, you need to explain it. 
 
As members of a majority culture, most of the non-immigrants in my study lived 
what sociologist Ann Swidler would call “settled lives,” at least as they related to 
dietary practices.28 In such settings, there was little need to justify behavior to 
anyone. In contrast, these Hindu immigrants had uprooted themselves from 
settled lives in India and transplanted themselves into different cultural soil. Now 
                                                 
 28. Swidler, “Culture in Action,” 278–82.  
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living “unsettled lives” as a minority subculture, their dietary social practices could 
no longer be taken for granted and their children wanted explanations. 
In a milieu where children were expected to have their own thoughts and 
opinions, it did not work for parents to tell their children they should be vegetarian 
“just because I said so.” Some parents did tell their children “Well, that’s just the 
way we [Indians/Hindus] do it,” but this not only evaded their children’s request 
for an underlying justification, but also cast alternative eating practices as morally 
equivalent. For example, one father described how his daughter went to school 
and, for the first time in her life, saw someone eating meat. When she later told 
her father that she had approached her friend and said “Yikes, What is that?” her 
father told her, “There is nothing ‘Yikes’ about it, okay? It’s [just] different things 
that different people eat.” The problem with this response, however, was that this 
still potentially left her with the question, “So if there’s nothing really wrong with 
eating meat, why can’t I do it, too?” As another father stated, if children were to 
adopt countercultural social practices for the long run, their parents needed to be 
able to provide better reasons. 
If you feel that the children have to follow our culture. [You] cannot be . . . 
saying, “This is how I grew up so you also have to do grow up like that.” 
Because that doesn’t work here. . . . [I]t might work until the kids are 
maybe the age of fifteen, or thirteen or fourteen. After fourteen, it may not 
work. So if you want to make it work even after fourteen, the thing is, you 
have to have answers, convincing answers for them. 
 
Having been socialized into a setting where many social practices were 
taken for granted, parents sometimes found it difficult to come up with convincing 
answers for their children. As one mother described, she always performed 
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various religious rituals growing up because her parents told her to, but in 
America she found herself unable to answer her children when they asked why 
she did them. One father explained that the best approach in such circumstances 
was to put the explanatory burden back on the child and ask them to focus on 
any practical benefits that they could find. 
I think that children are also good at listening. That you can ask them to 
follow, and if you don’t know answer, be honest to them, saying “I don’t 
know the answer, but I’m following it. You follow it, and you might get to 
know the answer late. You may not know it now. You follow it, try it out. If 
it works for you, then find the answers. You can give that job to them so 
that that may also help them to find something saying “Why am I doing it?” 
 
When parents did attempt to give answers themselves, they were not 
always linked to grand religious meta-narratives. In one case, a father gave an 
age-appropriate response for the non-consumption of beef to his son, explaining, 
“When a cow is born, it drinks its mother’s milk. Because we later drink cow’s 
milk, the cow is like one’s mother, and you wouldn’t want to kill and eat your 
mother.” As children grew older, he told me, his children could understand the 
matter at deeper levels. 
When parents did not understand the “deeper levels” or know how to 
justify socio-religious practices, they sometimes consulted written materials 
(including those found the internet), asked knowledgeable leaders within the 
religious community for advice on how to respond, or exhausted what little they 
did know and then instructed their children to talk to religious leaders directly. 
Sometimes, the desire that children be instructed by more knowledgeable people 
was among the reasons that parents enrolled their children in Bal Vihar classes. 
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As one father stated, “When they go to [the Bal Vihar], the first thing they teach 
them is [the] how, why, when, and what questions. If you know the answer, do it.” 
Religion and Sexuality 
Another behavioral dimension in which religion played a role was in the 
interrelated categories of modesty, dating, and sex. Although some parents, such 
as those with very young children, weighed in less often on the subject than 
others, it was the general consensus among all groups of parents that the 
sexualization of youth and the casual sex of “hook-up culture” were problems. 
Indeed, no parents desired or encouraged their children to be sexually active in 
their teen years. Nevertheless, Evangelical Protestant, Muslim, and Hindu 
parents were more likely than others to take issue when America’s youth 
expressed their physical autonomy in sexual ways.29 
Modesty (or lack thereof) was on the radar of all three of these groups. In 
the case of Muslims, the issue was largely gender-specific. Because men were 
more “sexually visual,” the responsibility fell on women to refrain from dressing in 
ways that would arouse the men. One mother stated, “We don’t wear shorts, 
bathing suits, or anything that exposes too much of our legs or our bodies.” 
Another stated that dress was relative to the setting, and although she did wear a 
very non-revealing swimsuit at the beach, she told her daughter that certain 
forms of dress for young women were inappropriate, even if it was what 
                                                 
 29. These groups not only took issue with the sexual norms of American youth in general, but 
also found them problematic because of the potential influence they had on their own children. 
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“everyone was wearing.” Both of these mothers added that men had 
responsibilities, too—namely, to behave with decorum and respect for women. 
As one put it, “women need to learn not to flaunt,” but “men [also] need to learn 
not to look.” 
On the whole, immigrant parents were hesitant to endorse the American 
practice of dating. When I asked one Hindu couple about their hopes for their 
children thirty years in the future, the father jokingly quipped that that was about 
the time his daughters could begin to date. For most of these immigrants, the 
practice of dating differed from the customs of their home countries and of their 
religion. For one, it stood in diametrical opposition to the Hindu heritage of 
arranged marriages. As one couple claimed, the problem with American-style 
dating was that it was superficial and only let potential partners see positive 
things about one other. With arranged marriages, however, the challenge was 
not to attract a mate, but rather to learn to appreciate the spouse one had, warts 
and all. Although no Hindus produced explicitly religious arguments against 
dating, the Muslims in the study did so on occasion. One mother stated that “in 
Islam, men and women were not to be out alone without the company of others,” 
a reference to two hadith documenting the prophet Muhammad’s statements that 
“Never is a man alone with a woman except that Satan is the third party with 
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them” and “No man should enter into the presence of a woman after this day 
unless he is accompanied by one or two other men.”30 
Of course, since these parents’ children were growing up in America, they 
sometimes wanted to go out on dates. So parents had to wrestle with how much 
to permit this, and how much to cling to the old ways of heritage and religion. 
Some parents partially acquiesced, allowing their children to go out, provided 
they remained in a large group of friends. Another Hindu mother described how it 
was not her prerogative to impose non-American cultural customs, saying, 
I always believed that and you are bringing up your children in this culture, 
there is nothing—you can’t stop child to learn this culture. You can at least 
try and put [in] some of our cultural values, but you never ever should stop 
your own child [from] learning what the current culture is. That’s the way 
your child can easily integrate with the community, and you should let her 
or him go into what he likes. You can only give him extra cultural 
background. Come on, there is no one community and one caste, and one 
religion. Like, [in] another fifty years, the world is going to be like a 
massive one mix of everything, and I feel, . . . you are growing up here, in 
a Western culture. There is no right a parent has to make them believe 
that they have to follow your culture. That is absolutely wrong. . . . So [if] 
tomorrow my son, [age] fourteen, goes out with a girlfriend, I couldn’t say 
no. I could only say, “Look, this, we didn’t do all this, maybe [it] is 
something wrong, or you might have to limit something.” That’s the only 
thing, . . . so I think that we have no role in stopping him, what he is doing. 
 
In at least one other case, a Hindu mother was unable or unwilling to impose 
restrictions on dating because both she and her own parents had themselves 
initiated “love marriages” in India that were more aligned with Western modes of 
                                                 
 30. Respectively, these hadith are: Ahmad and Al-Tirmidhi 3118, narrated by Umar ibn al-
Khattab and Sahih Bukhari, Book 25, Number 5403, narrated by Abdullah ibn Amr ibn al-’As. 
They refer specifically to unaccompanied contact with non-family members (non-mahram). 
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thought than with Indian ones.31 On the other end of the spectrum, one Muslim 
mother described how she (unlike some other Muslim parents) had forbidden her 
daughter to go to her school’s prom. Not only did she not want it to be central to 
her daughter’s high school experience, but she thought that the goals of the 
event differed from the Islamic goal of young adult male-female interaction—
which she said was marriage. Indeed, the perspective of this mother illustrates a 
common disconnect between immigrant parents, who generally see dating as a 
precursor to marriage, and their children, who place dating in the category of 
friendship.32 
Evangelical Protestants, most of whom had themselves grown up in the 
United States, had little problem with dating per se. Rather, their concern was 
that such relationships remain chaste. According to one father, sexual mores had 
become blurred in secular culture in recent years, and this worried him since his 
daughter was currently seeing a boy that was a bit more “worldly” than she was. 
As with many other parents, this father hoped that he had laid a “foundation” or 
“grounding” of moral principles that would guide her decision-making in this area 
of her life. 
                                                 
 31. Raymond Brady Williams notes that in India traditional arranged marriages are losing 
ground to a variety of other marriage types—among them “introduction marriages” and 
“semiarranged marriages,” which include “love marriages” in which romantic contact occurs prior 
to the marriage ceremony. See Williams, “Hindu Family in America,” 203–04. 
 
 32. Ibid., 208. Although Williams writes specifically about Hindus, this insight applies here in 
the case of Muslims as well. 
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When asked why it was important that their children be modest, non-
flirtatious, and chaste, Muslim, Hindu, and Evangelical Protestant parents 
provided justifications on a number of levels. There were pragmatic and generally 
accepted reasons—that it distracted from homework, that it involved 
unnecessary emotional turmoil, that children had not reached a level of maturity 
to engage in such behavior, and that unwanted pregnancies and diseases 
threatened their future. In other cases, however, these three groups drew upon 
their religious traditions to provide more “ultimate” legitimation for their behavioral 
hopes and expectations. One Evangelical Protestant mother, for instance, said 
that teenage sex was not in accordance with “a Christian lifestyle.” Other parents 
linked their expectations with authoritative religious worldviews.33 One Muslim 
father described to me how in Islam, the proper place for sex was  
after marriage, exclusively. In fact, actually, the Qur’an has very specific 
guidelines and guidance on this topic. It encourages it in right 
circumstances in marriage, under that sacred pact, but not outside. But if 
you transgress, you are doing injustice. . . . You are being unjust to your 
entire family, [to] people around you. There are many . . . very complicated 
ramifications of actions like that. 
 
For one Hindu mother, social ills such as abandoned children and the 
disease HIV were the result of modern values swamping traditional lifestyles 
based on Hindu cultural values. Nowadays, she said, people lived out-of-control 
                                                 
 33. In some cases, however, parents explicitly chose not to legitimate their own expectations 
by referencing divine expectations, such as one Muslim mother who told her daughter that she 
wanted people to appreciate her daughter’s character and personality, and not just her body. 
“God’s not going to send you to hell for wearing short shorts,” she told her daughter, but “if your 
underwear or boobs are showing, it will distract from people seeing who you are as a human 
being.” 
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and out-of-balance lifestyles that crossed the boundaries of that traditional value 
system—a sentiment echoed by an Evangelical Protestant father who contended 
that “God has set his universe up in such a way that if you avoid the things that 
he warns you against, the probability drops that you will be adversely affected” by 
things like HIV, cervical cancer, and HPV. 
To reiterate, the focus here on Muslims, Hindus, and Evangelical 
Protestants is not to say that the other groups were not concerned with their 
children’s sexuality. They just did not mention it as often; and when they did, they 
were less likely to do so in religious or moral terms. Thus, youth sexual behavior 
was likely to be seen as risky or unhealthy, but not as sinful or morally wrong.34 
Indeed, there are hints that some Catholics were actively opposed to talking to 
their children about sexuality in religious terms, because of the association 
previous generations of Catholics made between sex and guilt. One mother 
stated, “I don’t want [my children] to think that sex is bad, or that it’s sinful, you 
know, the way that the Catholic Church sees it, . . . or my parents anyway.” As 
for Atheists in the study, they obviously did not frame their thoughts in religious 
terms. And in the few times that Liberal Protestants spoke about teenage 
sexuality, they used no religious rhetoric at all. Likely, this was because—as 
proponents and shapers of a liberal and tolerant society that does not define the 
                                                 
 34. Some scholars would likely argue that this difference in framing represents an “internal 
secularization” of the Liberal Protestant and Catholic traditions. In fact, Jeremy N. Thomas, 
“Outsourcing Moral Authority: The Internal Secularization of Evangelicals’ Anti-Pornography 
Narratives,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 52, no. 3 (2013): 457–75, 
doi:10.1111/jssr.12052, argues that something similar is going on currently among Evangelicals 
in their arguments against pornography. 
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good for people, but rather lets people define it for themselves—they and their 
church communities had limited desire to regulate or articulate strong positions 
on sexual behavior. 
As we saw earlier in the chapter, though, many parents did try to teach 
their children traditional values at home during talks about the birds and the 
bees. Some also turned to religious congregations for help. In fact, even a non-
attending Atheist mother saw the value in this, since churches were, in her 
estimation, places that deemphasized sexual activity. As we will see in later 
chapters, congregations were seen by non-attendees and attendees alike as 
sites of moral formation. On the other hand, both attendees and non-attendees 
(but especially non-attendees) were cognizant that they could be sites of 
hypocrisy and immorality as well. While Hindus said little about their temples on 
the matter of sexuality,35 one of the Muslim men criticized the multi-ethnic and 
multi-sectarian character of his mosque, since not everyone followed the same 
standards of modesty. He reported that some of the members were Sufis, which 
he branded as a liberal bunch whose women sometimes doffed the head 
covering and even wore jeans and low-cut outfits. In fact, the issue of head 
covering also revealed another dispute over what was true Islamic practice and 
what was merely “cultural.” According to parents, some members of the center 
advocated use of the head covering in all areas of the building, but others 
                                                 
 35. The absence of Hindu comments here on their temples may be somewhat related to the 
fact that the locus of Hindu worship is the home, and not the temple. 
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deemed such covering mandatory only in the prayer hall (and only then during 
prayers, but not during lectures, discussions, or other community events).36 
Finally, modesty was an issue in the prayer hall during corporate prayer. Unlike 
more conservative mosques, in which women often pray in a separate room or 
behind a screen, both sexes prayed together in the same large area. However, 
the women still positioned themselves behind the men so as not to tempt them 
while prostrating themselves. 
In the Evangelical Protestant church, several parents described how, 
despite their church’s efforts to encourage youth to save sexual intimacy for 
marriage, “boy-girl pressure” and “pairing up” were present among their 
children’s church-going peers. Indeed, parents described how their children were 
sometimes encouraged by other youth to wear “super-tight outfits” and to flirt with 
members of the opposite sex. They also said that they were uncomfortable with 
the more permissible standards regarding sexually-laden media held by at least 
some other parents. The Evangelical Protestant parents in my study wanted their 
children to be chaste, both because that was the will of God and because the 
optimal health of a “good life” was to be found in a future monogamous marital 
relationship. Thus, it was disconcerting to find these crosscurrents present within 
their own congregation. 
                                                 
 36. According to one woman, part of the conflict stemmed from the architectural and cultural 
differences between the United States and Muslim-majority countries. Whereas it was common in 
the United States to have an Islamic “cultural center” that served a number of community 
functions other than prayer, she said that when one entered a mosque in the Middle East, one 
effectively entered a hall designated only for prayer, even if there did happen to be a small 
number of other buildings attached. 
 
 
 77
In this chapter, we have seen that all parents, regardless of religious 
tradition, wanted their children to be physically healthy. In the American context, 
the basic food security and health care that accompanied their middle-class 
status promoted good health. However, other less salubrious forces—namely 
processed food, sedentary lifestyles, social norms of youth sexuality and drug 
use, risky physical activities, and predatorial adults—threatened the health and 
safety of their children. Even if parents valued their children’s autonomy in 
principle, when faced with these dangers, their desires for their children’s 
physical health and safety often trumped their desire for their children to be 
autonomous. 
When we look specifically at religion, it becomes evident that American 
culture did not always support the ideals and practices of particular religious 
communities. For Hindus (and Muslims to a lesser extent), American dietary 
customs made their own dietary standards countercultural, and therefore more 
difficult for parents and children to practice. And in the eyes of Hindus, Muslims, 
and Evangelical Protestants, American social norms made it difficult for their 
children to remain modest and chaste. In both of these cases, we see that 
cultural embattlement is not something that religious communities experience in 
the abstract, but rather in the contextualized struggles that individuals and 
families face as they attempt to enact specific ideals in their daily lives. 
Throughout the remainder of this study, we will continue to note such difficulties 
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as meaningful indicators of the social location of various religious and non-
religious communities in American society.  
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CHAPTER THREE - IF YOU’RE HAPPY AND YOU KNOW IT (CLAP YOUR 
HANDS): SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING IN CHILDHOOD 
When parents spoke of the experiences necessary for a “good life,” they 
wanted their children to be not only “healthy,” but also “happy.”1 In fact, a large 
number of parents declared this to be their primary desire for their children, as 
depicted in the words of one mother, “I guess, overall, the big thing is that they 
should be happy.” Although some parents had qualms with the word “happy” 
itself,2 all parents told me they wanted their children to experience lives of 
contentment, comfort, joy, peace, and satisfaction rather than anger, resentment, 
regret, bitterness, jealousy, fear, anxiety, and stress. These middle- and upper-
middle class parents wanted to raise happy children, but, as we will soon see, 
happiness was closely linked to cultural understandings of childhood as a 
carefree stage of innocence that directly conflicted with the equally important 
goal of preparing children for adult life in an increasingly uncertain economic 
world. Such differences were most pronounced across a cultural divide between 
immigrants and non-immigrants. And while religion was certainly important to 
many of these parents, happiness during childhood was not a domain in which it 
                                                 
 1. As with the previous chapter, this chapter and the next are not primarily about virtues, but 
rather about values related to the experience of certain desirable forms of life (i.e. the expression 
of the good life as “faring well”). As we will see, certain virtues (or to use psychological language, 
“personality traits”) may have been necessary to achieve this experience, and these will be 
identified as they were in the previous chapter. However, these virtues were primarily 
instrumental rather than intrinsic, as they were desired less for themselves than for the happiness 
they could bring. 
 
 2. The issues parents had with the term “happy” will be addressed in Chapter Five on the 
topic of other-centered behavior. 
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exerted much influence, except in their understandings of human nature and in 
the types of stories they told their children—both of which were broadly shared 
across religious lines. 
Before turning to the specifics of the tension between carefree and 
preparatory understandings of childhood, a brief note about happiness is in 
order. Positive psychologists use a term, “subjective well-being,” that captures 
much of what parents in this study wanted for their children. As defined by Ed 
Diener, Richard Lucas, and Shigehiro Oishi, subjective well-being is “a person’s 
cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life. These evaluations include 
emotional reactions to events as well as cognitive judgments of satisfaction and 
fulfillment. Thus, subjective well-being is a broad concept that includes 
experiencing pleasant emotions, low levels of negative moods, and high life 
satisfaction.”3 
It was evident in my study that parents held both top-down and bottom-up 
views of subjective well-being.4 A top-down approach views the experience of 
happiness as primarily dependent on one’s perspective or temperament. Thus, 
                                                 
 3. Ed Diener, Richard E. Lucas, and Shigehiro Oishi, “Subjective Well-Being: The Science of 
Happiness and Life Satisfaction,” in Handbook of Positive Psychology, ed. C.R. Snyder and 
Shane J. Lopez (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 63. This definition is a very influential 
one within the fields of positive psychology and happiness studies, but is by no means the only 
one. However, I have chosen to operationalize happiness in terms of subjective well-being 
because it most closely fits with the particular types of moral languages that I am addressing in 
this study. Specifically, this subjective well-being approach aligns with the utilitarian and 
expressive individualism that Robert Bellah and associates see as the dominant moral language 
of America because it focuses on happiness as experienced by the self and defined by the self. 
 
 4. Ed Diener, “Subjective Well-Being,” Psychological Bulletin 95, no. 3 (1984): 565–68, 
doi:10.1037/0033-2909.95.3.542. 
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we find a strong desire among parents that their children exhibit virtues of 
positivity, optimism, contentment, and gratitude. In one mother’s words, 
I always say to [my children], “You have a choice here, you know. You can 
either choose to be happy, or you can choose to be grumpy. It’s really 
your choice. What feels better?” . . . A long time ago I heard [it said] that 
you have a choice in the morning to wake up and say, “Good morning, 
God,” or you can say “Good God, it’s morning!” (laughter) So I’d rather say 
“Good morning, God,” . . . and just be ready for whatever goodness can 
come or whatever situations can come. I think that’s important for the kids 
to be able to have a happy outlook on things. It’s priceless. 
 
 A bottom-up approach, on the other hand, sees happiness as the product 
of circumstances. As represented in the words of another mother, parents often 
saw it simultaneously as both positive life outcomes and the freedom from 
struggle and adversity: 
I guess [I want] what every parent wants, which is I want [my children] to 
grow up healthy. I want them to go to college; I want them to be good at 
what they want to do; and I want them to be happy, stable, you know, 
stable kids. They become stable adults, stable parents. . . . What do I 
mean by stable? Just normal, I guess, I mean, [if] you go to college, you 
go through it smoothly, right? If you get married, you have a good 
marriage. If you have kids, you don’t have trouble with your kids. When it 
comes to health, you don’t have too [many] health issues. . . . You go 
through life smoothly, which never happens, but that’s what you want for 
your kids. 
 
Many parents saw such a life as something their children would need to pursue. 
If they possessed the virtues of responsibility, ambition, and industriousness, 
they were more likely to achieve a certain standard of living, which in turn would 
increase their odds of “going through life smoothly.”5 However, the means 
                                                 
 5. Christian Smith and Hilary Davidson, The Paradox of Generosity: Giving We Receive, 
Grasping We Lose (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 52, estimate based on evidence 
from studies on the determinants of human happiness that “[a]bout one-half of people’s 
happiness seems determined by a genetically determined happiness ‘set point’ that is fixed, 
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necessary for achieving a smooth life in adulthood come into direct conflict with 
enjoying a happy life as a child. And as we explore these goals and 
contradictions, we will also see that different cultural conceptions of childhood 
shaped parents’ child-rearing practices and expectations for their children. 
Childhood as a Cultural Category 
Scholars have noted the socially constructed nature of the category of 
“childhood” (as well as “adolescents,” “teenagers,” and, more recently, 
“tweens”).6 Although every human culture and subculture, regardless of time and 
place, has afforded children their own social and linguistic category (presumably 
because of their physiological and psychological differences from adults), 7 life 
experiences of children and ideas about childhood have varied greatly. For 
example, in Europe prior to the eighteenth century, childhood was conceived 
                                                                                                                                                 
stable, and largely immune to influence.” Approximately ten percent “appears to be shaped by the 
particular life circumstances they enjoy or suffer, such as income security, marital status, religious 
membership, and so on.” The remaining forty percent is “explained by the effects of intentional 
activities in which they engage,” which include things like generosity, exercising regularly, and 
“counting one’s blessings rather than focusing on one’s problems.” 
 
 6. The first work to note childhood’s socially constructed nature was Philippe Ariès, Centuries 
of Childhood; a Social History of Family Life (New York: Vintage Books, 1962). For details on the 
American creation of adolescence, see John Demos and Virginia Demos, “Adolescence in 
Historical Perspective,” Journal of Marriage and Family 31, no. 4 (November 1969): 632–38, 
doi:10.2307/349302; Robert E. Grinder, “The Concept of Adolescence in the Genetic Psychology 
of G. Stanley Hall,” Child Development 40, no. 2 (June 1969): 355–69, doi:10.2307/1127408. For 
information on the market-driven construction of the “tween,” see Daniel Thomas Cook and 
Susan B. Kaiser, “Betwixt and Be Tween: Age Ambiguity and the Sexualization of the Female 
Consuming Subject,” Journal of Consumer Culture 4, no. 2 (July 2004): 203–27, 
doi:10.1177/1469540504043682. 
 
 7. The assessment that studies on different eras and geographical locations prove the 
universality of a social category of childhood is drawn from Hugh Cunningham, “Histories of 
Childhood,” The American Historical Review 103, no. 4 (October 1998): 1198, 
doi:10.2307/2651207. 
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more in terms of deficits (i.e. as a lack of adult characteristics) than in terms of 
attributes, whereas today in the West, the positive qualities of childhood are 
emphasized and esteemed.8 In the case of the United States, sociologist Viviana 
Zelizer has documented how children’s value to families has ceased to be found 
in the income or labor they can provide for the family; rather, their value has 
come to be located primarily in the emotional attachments they share with 
parents. It is these close relational connections that made parents in my study 
reticent for the childhood period to end.9 No matter how much they desired their 
children’s growth, they also saw it as bittersweet since it would lead to the end of 
this cherished stage of life. As one father and mother discussed with me 
regarding their twelve-year-old daughter:  
Mother: The process of beginning to let her go, I can see it already. It’s 
very hard, and I won’t say it’s not satisfying because we see her growing, 
we see her making mature decisions, but I guess that’s the part of 
parenting that’s hard for me . . . She’s turning into a beautiful young lady, 
but it’s a process [of] beginning to let go, which is already happening. And 
I’ll say to you what everyone said [to me], “Enjoy it; it goes by so fast—
even [enjoy] your non-sleeping-through-the-night newborn”. . . . I just wish 
parenting were longer, but that’s not how God designed it and I recognize 
that as well . . . 
 
Father: You know, a little while ago … I was sitting in that chair and 
Sophie came up to that armrest, and [then] I blinked my eyes [and 
suddenly those days were gone].10 
                                                 
 8. James A. Schultz, The Knowledge of Childhood in the German Middle Ages, 1100-1350, 
Middle Ages Series (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995). 
 
 9. Viviana A. Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994). 
 
 10. This name, as well as all others in this study referring to participants or their children, are 
pseudonyms. 
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Mother: It goes by too fast. 
 
Although children generally sought and were granted growing degrees of 
independence throughout their early years, parents envisioned a period of even 
greater independence to come when their children would “spread their wings” 
and childhood would be no more—although there was no consensus as to when 
this transition actually took place. For some parents, the teenage years marked 
childhood’s conclusion. For others, childhood ended when children legally 
ceased to be “minors” or left home around eighteen years of age. Still other 
parents noted the lack of clear boundaries between childhood and adulthood. As 
one father stated, “The age of adolescence is even longer. Maybe even twenty 
years ago, an eighteen-year-old guy could have made the decision about his life. 
Because this was the time they could get drafted and go and [serve their 
country]. But now, I think an eighteen-year-old guy is still a child.”11 
                                                 
 11. A. James Murphy, Kids and Kingdom: The Precarious Presence of Children in the 
Synoptic Gospels (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2013), 6, clearly illustrates the fuzziness 
of the categories of childhood and adulthood in american culture. He states: [A]t age sixteen we 
[Americans] can legally begin to drive a vehicle, view movies restricted to adults (rated R) at 
seventeen, take up arms, kill, and die in legal combat at eighteen, drink alcohol anywhere from 
eighteen to twenty-one, depending upon state law, and complete a four-year college degree to 
embark upon adult career choices around age twenty-two. Increasingly, American judicial 
systems are prosecuting children ever younger as adults. . . . At what point then does childhood 
end and adulthood begin? 
 As psychologist Jeffrey Jensen Arnett has argued, this cultural confusion has become more 
pronounced in recent decades as social markers (marriage, child-bearing and parenting, 
completion of post-secondary education, leaving one’s parents’ home, and finding a long-term 
job) that used to delineate the passage into adulthood are no longer attained by as many young 
Americans as early or as frequently as they once were, leading him to conceptualize a new stage 
of the lifecourse between adolescence and young adulthood that he calls “emerging adulthood.” 
Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road From the Late Teens Through the 
Twenties (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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An Innocent and Carefree Childhood 
Sociologists of culture have labeled supra-individual cognitive 
understandings of various elements of culture “schemata.”12 These are cognitive 
patterns that channel our perceptions and therefore our behavior. When parents 
thought about the category of “childhood,” they first and foremost interpreted it 
using the schema of a “carefree childhood”—a time of innocence, delight, and 
freedom from anxiety. They by no means ignored their children’s tantrums, ego-
centrism, disobedience, and lack of common sense, yet they nevertheless 
viewed children primarily through a Romantic Modernist (i.e. Rousseauean) 
lens—as creatures that are inherently pure until corrupted by society.13 And 
though they wanted all stages of their sons’ and daughters’ lives to be largely 
free of adversity (as we shall see in the next chapter), they especially desired this 
during their childhood years. This is evident in the letter one mother wrote to her 
two young children. 
You adore when I tell you stories of “Lordan and Lamantha,” two 
imaginary children who live in the make-believe town of Lemington. 
Lordan and Lamantha go on amazing adventures around the world, simply 
having fun as children—no agenda, no ordinary rules, no time constraints. 
The way life as children should be: simple and playful. And I hope that is 
what your life has been so far—free of pressure and full of enjoyment. 
                                                 
 12. For example, see Paul J. DiMaggio, “Culture and Cognition,” Annual Review of Sociology 
23 (1997): 263–87. 
 
 13. James M. Byrne, Religion and the Enlightenment: From Descartes to Kant (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1997); John Steadman Rice, “Romantic Modernism and the Self,” 
Hedgehog Review 1 (Fall 1999): 17–24. Although parents may not necessarily have been familiar 
with Rousseau and Romantic Modernism, it does not mean they were not influenced by them—
since they provide much of the philosophical underpinning for the modern conception of the self 
as inherently and originally good. 
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Moreover, parents described not only their ideals of an innocent and 
carefree childhood, but also their attempts to create such a life for their children. 
On the positive side, this mostly meant doing playful and enjoyable things with 
their children. Fathers noted how they spent more time with and played more 
frequently with their children than their own fathers had done with them when 
they were young.14 Mothers also enjoyed their involvement, as illustrated by one 
who touted the benefits of living in her region of New England: “[You can] go into 
museums, go to parks, go roller-skating, go for a walk and feed the ducks, and 
[go to] two playgrounds. And go to the Fun Center, and go bowling—just part of 
being a kid. Go to the beach, fly a kite, go on bike rides, [and] go camping (I love 
camping).” If we think of an enjoyable childhood as a tapestry, these everyday 
activities constituted many of the formative threads. The rest were made up of 
periodic celebration of holidays as a family. At these times, parents brought joy to 
                                                 
 14. Much research has been done in the last three decades on shifting understandings of 
paternal roles as mothers have increasingly entered the workplace. To date, much of the 
research finds evidence of increased involvement of “new fathers” in certain domestic 
responsibilities and at certain times, but that mothers still bear more than an equal share of the 
parenting task. According to Suzanne M. Bianchi, John P. Robinson, and Melissa A. Milkie, 
Changing Rhythms of American Family Life, The American Sociological Association’s Rose 
Series in Sociology (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2006), 175–78, whether this remaining 
imbalance is unjust depends on how willfully the various actors take on different forms of work, 
and whether domestic or market-based work hours are deemed more onerous. For recent 
overviews of this literature, see Suzanne M. Bianchi, “Family Change and Time Allocation in 
American Families,” The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 638, 
no. 1 (November 2011): 21–44, doi:10.1177/0002716211413731; Beth A. Latshaw, “The More 
Things Change, the More They Remain the Same?,” Sociology Compass 5, no. 7 (July 2011): 
653–65, doi:10.1111/j.1751-9020.2011.00391.x; Jennifer L. Hook and Christina M. Wolfe, “New 
Fathers? Residential Fathers’ Time With Children in Four Countries,” Journal of Family Issues 33, 
no. 4 (April 2012): 415–50, doi:10.1177/0192513X11425779; Brittany S. McGill, “Navigating New 
Norms of Involved Fatherhood Employment, Fathering Attitudes, and Father Involvement,” 
Journal of Family Issues 35, no. 8 (June 2014): 1089–1106, doi:10.1177/0192513X14522247. 
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their children’s lives by emphasizing the imaginative and playful dimensions of 
characters such as Santa Claus, the Thanksgiving Pilgrims, and the Easter 
Bunny (although, as we will see during our discussion of religion later in this 
chapter, not all parents chose to promote such figures to their children). 
On the negative side, parents attempted to “shield their children from 
losing their childhood.” Although some parents saw dangers in sheltering their 
children too much, many parents described the great lengths to which they went 
to protect them from things in the wider culture and society that would rob them 
of their innocence or carefree spirit. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
parents were concerned that the media, the market, and their children’s peers 
were encouraging their children to “grow up too fast” by foisting upon them 
sexual information, images, and behavioral expectations. Parents were also 
concerned that violent images and, to a lesser extent, coarseness of language 
(a.k.a. “swear words,” “fresh words,” “colorful speech,” “impolite words,” “devil 
words,” and “grown-up words”) were having a similar effect.  
Parents were particularly concerned with the psychological effects of 
violence on their children. One mother explained that her son had trouble 
sleeping whenever he watched a movie in which someone had been beaten. 
Others argued that children were incapable of fully processing and understanding 
these violent visual images, and feared that repeated exposure to them would 
create “strong impulses which remain in their heads and could skew their thinking 
probably for a long time.” Although not all parents were equally concerned with 
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the effects of violence, many took measures to limit exposure to certain forms of 
movies, radio and television news programs, television sitcoms, and video 
games. In some cases, they restricted their children’s television viewing to 
certain channels, shows, or Internet sites, or to movies with certain MPAA 
ratings.15 For their boys in particular, they sometimes forbade (or at least 
expressed verbal disapproval of) violent video games.16 While parents may have 
desired playfulness as a component of their children’s lives, first-person-shooter 
games were not what they had in mind. Nevertheless, even though parents took 
issue with the presence of violent images and messages, no parents said that 
they had outlawed television, the Internet, or other forms of electronic media 
altogether. 
What parents and children could not avoid, however, was the reality of 
death in the “real world.” This could come in the form of the death of pets, 
acquaintances, friends, and family members, as well as large-scale world 
catastrophes to which children were privy. Many parents described themselves 
as fortunate that death had not entered their children’s experience during the 
                                                 
 15. Examples included things such as restricting young children’s television viewing to PBS 
kids’ programming, using a digital video recorder to filter out potentially violent commercials, pre-
screening videos before letting children watch them, placing computers in common areas, 
allowing only PG movies, and monitoring children’s Internet histories.  
 
 16. Parents mentioned little regarding their daughters and video games, although studies 
have found that girls participate frequently in video games, albeit at lesser rates than their male 
counterparts. See Bradley S. Greenberg et al., “Orientations to Video Games Among Gender and 
Age Groups,” Simulation and Gaming 41, no. 2 (April 2010): 238–59, 
doi:10.1177/1046878108319930; Victoria J. Rideout, Ulla G. Foehr, and Donald F. Roberts, 
Generation M2: Media in the Lives of 8- to 18-Year-Olds (Kaiser Family Foundation, January 
2010). 
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early years of life, both because of the pain it would occasion and the discomfort 
that discussing it would bring. Others described the difficulty of deciding how 
much to allow their children to participate in social rituals that would bring them 
into proximity with death (and dead bodies). Social theorist Anthony Giddens has 
argued that a chief characteristic of modernity is that death and other 
phenomena that threaten humans’ ontological security have been institutionally 
sequestered from everyday life.17 While his analysis does not discern differences 
by age, it would appear from my interviews that more care is taken to maintain 
this separation for children. One mother in my study, although she disagreed with 
such sequestration, agreed that it was a reality in American culture, and 
particularly visible in children’s literature and children’s media. 
Mother: My parents were very much, and still are, into shielding my sister 
and [me] from [death] as much as they can. To the point where it is really 
quite ludicrous. And I think it is a bad idea. I think death is a part of life and 
I think it is very sad. And I think people need to grieve, and see the 
process of it and live through it and move on. And I really, really, really 
hope this is nothing that we have to do in the anywhere-near future. I wish 
I could put it all off forever. But when the time comes, and someone dies, I 
do anticipate bringing [my children] to the funeral and participating in 
whatever religious rites or traditions are associated with it. And crying and 
having them see me cry, and having them see me grieve and live through 
it, and [understand] that this is what happens. And I think a lot of the 
anxiety my parents have about it is very cultural. And very much 
American.  
 
Interviewer: Americans are afraid of death? 
 
                                                 
 17. Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991). As an added note, while Giddens’ depiction fits 
well with the case of parents and children, it does not account for the rise (since his book was 
written) of home-based hospice care which allows family members to experience the passing of 
loved ones in the most everyday of spaces. 
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Mother: I think so, yes. 
 
Interviewer: As opposed to other cultures that are much more open [to 
death]? 
 
Mother: More so in that we change our fairy tales so that at the end of the 
Little Mermaid, the Little Mermaid doesn’t turn to sea foam; she lives 
happily ever after with her prince. Not just because we like our princesses 
to get married, but because so many of our fairy tales, (pause) Little Red 
Riding Hood is rescued at the end. The whole punch line of “You should 
listen to your parents and not go walking in the woods as a girl by 
yourself” is kind of lost in the fact that she gets rescued by a man, the 
woodcutter. There is so much in our movies, that if you look at the end of 
DVDs that come from Europe, very often . . . they are remade with happy 
endings, because [in America] we don’t like it when our main characters 
die. We want happy uplifting endings no matter what. 
Preparation for Adulthood 
 As with this mother, some parents did not desire to maintain their 
children’s absolute naïveté or carefree state. In fact, there existed throughout 
parents’ discourse a competing conception of childhood—”preparation for 
adulthood”—in which parents demanded forms of responsible behavior that they 
deemed necessary for children’s future lives. While the conception of carefree 
childhood stressed leaving children as they were, this alternative conception 
envisioned childhood as a period in which children needed to be trained because 
their current set of skills, proclivities, and temperaments were insufficient for what 
lay ahead. 
One specific area in which some parents were apt to require responsible, 
adult-like behavior from their children was that of household chores and 
responsibilities. Thus, children were required to care for pets, vacuum and 
sweep, unload the dishwasher, make their beds, clear the table after meals, help 
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with grocery shopping, scrub bathrooms, mow the lawn, rake leaves, shovel 
walkways, take out the trash and recycling, do laundry, and the like. 
As theologian Bonnie Miller-McLemore notes, the reasons parents 
typically give for having their children perform tasks often correspond with basic 
categories in ethics. 
The dominant response, that chores benefit and shape the individual child 
in the long run, resembles both ethical egoist thinking, in which the good is 
equated with the pursuit of one’s own good, and a virtue ethic that 
supports character-shaping practices or the development of moral 
character over time through right habits. If pushed to articulate a reason 
why children should work, most parents and scholars seem to agree: it is 
good for them. However, other approaches may have equal or even 
greater importance, even if used less frequently. Parents justify chores as 
good or right in themselves, a duty or obligation, regardless of 
consequence, outcome, or some other end goal [i.e. a deontological 
ethic]. They also justify them pragmatically or through a pragmatic ethic 
that believes value or good will be proven in practice and gained in the 
very doing of chores.18 
 
My study finds examples of all of these ethical perspectives. One reason parents 
assigned their children tasks was purely pragmatic, as their labor contributed to 
the effective functioning of the household. Although none of the parents saw 
maintenance of the household as utterly dependent on their children’s labor, their 
efforts could still be helpful, especially if parents had relatively little time or had a 
penchant for domestic orderliness. On the other hand, if children resisted their 
parents’ demands, involving them could actually be less efficient. As one mother 
                                                 
 18. Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, “Children, Chores, and Vocation: A Social and Theological 
Lacuna,” in The Vocation of the Child, ed. Patrick McKinley Brennan (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2008), 309. 
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said, “The reality is, it’s a heck of a lot easier to do it yourself than to get the kids 
to do it.”  
Another reason parents assigned their children household tasks was to 
inculcate the virtue of personal responsibility.19 As part of a sound work ethic, 
parents considered it important that their children understand what it was like to 
be “in charge” of something and to maintain and carry it through to completion. 
One immigrant mother described how this was actually more important for her 
child growing up in the United States than it would have been in India, where 
children from well-off families never even made their beds because of the 
affordability of household servants who would do it for them. 
A final reason that parents pressed their children into household service 
was to instill in them a sense of commitment to the family—to a collective larger 
than themselves. For example, one father described how he and his wife 
appealed to their daughter’s sense of fairness when they asked her whether she 
should be waited on or should do her fair share of the housework. Likewise, a 
mother described how she hounded her daughter to clean up her room by 
repeatedly quoting John Donne’s phrase “Nobody is an island” and describing 
                                                 
 19. If any additional values could be said to have approached the level of importance of the 
five master values I have identified in this study, they would be the virtues of hard work and 
personal responsibility. On occasion, parents did mention the pleasure that accompanied a hard 
day’s work, which aligns with Aristotelian notions of pleasure as “something that comes along 
with, [or] supervenes on, activity.” Martha C. Nussbaum, “Who Is the Happy Warrior? Philosophy 
Poses Questions to Psychology,” The Journal of Legal Studies 37, no. S2 (June 2008): S85, 
doi:10.1086/587438. More often (as we will soon see), parents saw diligence and industriousness 
as means to educational achievement and well-paying careers, which would in turn provide future 
happiness by eliminating financial worries. Because parents so frequently valued hard work and 
personal responsibility as instrumental instead of intrinsic values, I do not include them among 
the master values. 
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how the negative effects of an unhygienic environment would be borne by the 
entire family.20 Yet another mother described how her family set aside a specific 
time of the week for household tasks:  
We do Saturday morning cleanup and we all pitch in. And we all rally and 
everybody has a job. You know, somebody vacuums, and somebody does 
bathrooms, somebody sweeps the downstairs, there is laundry. . . . In the 
summer time, it’s lawn work. Whatever it is, it’s rally around the house on 
Saturday morning. . . . It’s not about a clean house; it is about the process, 
and having them be a part of it. So it is really not about the job getting well 
done; it’s almost like helping grow them to say that they have ownership in 
this house too. . . . Are they happy doing Saturday morning cleanup? No. 
Nobody’s happy, but it’s not about being happy. It’s about pitching in and 
being invested in each other and working together. 
 
Although children’s labor was important for some families, there is no 
doubt that the amount and location of such labor have shifted in America over the 
last century and a half. As historians of the family have documented, with 
industrialization, the movement of families from farms to cities, child labor laws, 
and mandatory education, children have ceased to make significant economic 
contributions to the family budget.21 They still perform various domestic tasks, 
yet the amount of time spent on these chores has undoubtedly diminished from 
the days of an agrarian past.22 One mother in my study was aware of this shift, 
                                                 
 20. The actual phrase, from Donne’s “Meditation XVII,” is “No man is an island.” 
 
 21. Not only do children not provide income to the family, but they actually constitute a 
substantial drain on family budgets. A recent study by the United States Department of 
Agriculture finds that middle-income parents who bore a child in 2012 should expect to spend 
$241,080 on child-rearing necessities (not including college) on that child over the next seventeen 
years. Mark Lino, Expenditures on Children by Families, 2012, Miscellaneous Publication (United 
States Department of Agriculture, Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion, August 2013). 
 
 22. Frances K. Goldscheider, New Families, No Families?: The Transformation of the 
American Home, Studies in Demography 6 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 163–
64, 169–70; Reed W. Larson and Suman Verma, “How Children and Adolescents Spend Time 
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musing that in bygone years, “Younger kids had a lot of responsibilities. They 
had to work the farm, they had to do this, they had to do that. And then people 
finally realized that it’s not good to give kids that many responsibilities. I think that 
there is definitely a move toward . . . protecting kids.” Thus, it is fair to say that in 
terms of paid labor outside the home, and increasingly in the realm of domestic 
labor, the “carefree childhood” schema has the upper hand.23 
This does not mean, however, that middle- and upper-middle class 
children no longer work. Rather, their labor has largely shifted to the educational 
domains of formal schooling and extracurricular activities.24 Indeed, it is in these 
                                                                                                                                                 
across the World: Work, Play, and Developmental Opportunities,” Psychological Bulletin 125, no. 
6 (November 1999): 701–36, doi:10.1037/0033-2909.125.6.701; Reed W. Larson, “How U.S. 
Children and Adolescents Spend Time: What It Does (and Doesn’t) Tell Us About Their 
Development,” Current Directions in Psychological Science 10, no. 5 (October 2001): 160–64, 
doi:10.1111/1467-8721.00139. 
 
 23. As Bonnie Miller-McLemore has argued, this division of labor in the household in which 
adults work and children do not has also been assumed by scholars, who have been more 
interested in investigating the work done in the home by parents than by their children. Bonnie J. 
Miller-McLemore, Let the Children Come: Reimagining Childhood from a Christian Perspective 
(San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2003), 4; Miller-McLemore, “Children, Chores, and Vocation,” 
296, 304–5. Notable recent exceptions to this are Constance T. Gager, Laura A. Sanchez, and 
Alfred Demaris, “Whose Time Is It? The Effect of Employment and Work/Family Stress on 
Children’s Housework,” Journal of Family Issues 30, no. 11 (November 2009): 1459–85, 
doi:10.1177/0192513X09336647; Sandra L. Hofferth and John F. Sandberg, “How American 
Children Spend Their Time,” Journal of Marriage and Family 63, no. 2 (May 2001): 295–308, 
doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00295.x; Sara Raley, “Children’s Time Use: Too Busy or Not Busy 
Enough?,” in Changing Rhythms of American Family Life, by Suzanne M. Bianchi, John P. 
Robinson, and Melissa A. Milkie (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2006), 142–56. The three 
studies mentioned here find that the amount of household work done by children varies by 
children’s age, and increases as children grow older. Examining differing age ranges, they find 
that American children do an average of 7.3, 6.0, and 5.5 hours per week, respectively. 
 
 24. Historically, the diminishing work done by children in fields, on shop floors, and in city 
streets in the early twentieth century was accompanied by the enactment of effective mandatory 
school attendance laws and expansions of kindergartens and high schools. Steven Mintz, Huck’s 
Raft: A History of American Childhood (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2004), 173–75. Also, see Larson and Verma, “How Children and Adolescents Spend Time 
across the World,” 705–14 for the way increased schooling and decreased child labor correlate 
across the globe. 
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domains that the “preparation for adulthood” schema provides the greatest 
challenge to the schema of an innocent and carefree childhood. Viewed through 
this lens, children are to dedicate themselves to their studies and extracurricular 
pursuits in order to develop a knowledge base and skill set that would maximize 
their chances of future success and happiness.25  
When one looks closely at the discourse of these New England parents, 
one sees the struggle of individuals and their communities trying to reconcile the 
ideals of a happy and carefree childhood with the realities of the competitive 
adult world into which their children would one day be thrust. Parents saw the 
current world of employment as complex and uncertain. They or their spouse 
may have been unemployed, underemployed, or forced to work long hours in an 
attempt to make themselves indispensable to their employers. They also faced 
(and their children would face) an economic world in which dual-income 
households, precarious employment, and mid-life career shifts were 
                                                 
 25. This is not the same as in many prior eras in which children were conceived of as “little 
adults.” Even if parents conceived of education as a form of work, schooling was nevertheless a 
children’s activity. It remains to be seen if this mental association will endure as more adults 
undertake schooling in order to retrain for increasingly meandering career paths. 
 To a limited extent, preparation in the domain of formal education conflicted with preparation 
in the household domain. In both spheres, parents desired to inculcate an enduring sense of 
responsibility in their children; yet children’s labor in the domestic sphere largely sought material 
benefits (a clean house, yard, etc.) in the present while their curricular and extra-curricular efforts 
sought benefits (a good job, financial success, etc.) in the future. Thus, when time was limited, 
parents conceivably had to choose between the two (e.g. whether to require their children to 
empty the dishwasher or to spend extra time practicing their addition facts). 
 As for extracurricular activities, sociologist Hilary Levey has argued that they qualify as a form 
of children’s work (one of five different types, to be exact), since parents conceive of them as 
building human capital that will be useful in their future careers. Hilary Levey, “Pageant 
Princesses and Math Whizzes: Understanding Children’s Activities as a Form of Children’s 
Work,” Childhood 16, no. 2 (May 2009): 195–212, doi:10.1177/0907568209104401. 
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commonplace.26 As one couple stated, “I think both of our parents have had the 
same jobs for over thirty years, and here you constantly feel like your whole 
world could fall apart, just like that.” In the estimation of most parents, the 
economic world into which their children would someday enter was likely to be 
just as complex and uncertain as their own, if not more so. One mother (who was 
unemployed at the time of the interview) stated,  
I worry that my son is not going to be able to pull himself up. Those of my 
grandfather’s generation were born in the early 1900s, went to college in 
the 20s and 30s, and they struggled; they came from nothing, and you 
know worked their way up. How did they do that? I think because the 
country was on its way up. We had manufacturing jobs, we had 
immigrants who worked for pennies and saved, and it seems that’s where 
we are back again. But we have no manufacturing base, so there are no 
jobs. There were crappy paying jobs in the 20s and 30s; women could get 
jobs sewing and now it’s faded. It’s like, what do we have going for us? 
Well we do have a lot going for us, but [thought trails off]. 
 
Sentiments such as these notwithstanding, parents still spoke of the 
United States as a land of opportunity. Robert Wuthnow, in his book American 
Mythos, has described how deeply rooted in America’s collective psyche is the 
story that through hard work one can achieve occupational and financial 
success.27 In my study, immigrants and non-immigrants alike affirmed that 
America had a meritocratic labor market, and that education was the gateway 
through which one could achieve financial independence and prosperity. As one 
                                                 
 26. For an overview of the increasingly precarious nature of employment in the U.S., see 
Arne L. Kalleberg, Good Jobs, Bad Jobs: The Rise of Polarized and Precarious Employment 
Systems in the United States, 1970s to 2000s (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2011). 
 
 27. Robert Wuthnow, American Mythos: Why Our Best Efforts to Be a Better Nation Fall 
Short (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006). 
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non-immigrant mother stated, “You are who you make yourself out to be. Like, 
there’s not a class structure that says, ‘You come from this kind of family so you 
will always remain this.’ If you’re talented and you work hard enough, the sky is 
the limit. That’s what makes America unique and wonderful. . . . Theoretically, 
race and things like that shouldn’t matter; that’s something good. Everybody is 
valued.” An immigrant father from Egypt echoed this sentiment, positing that 
even though such a life of hard work and responsibility could be stressful, 
“There’s nobody scamming you here. Those are the rules. The rules, benefits, 
and outcomes. You do what the game says, you win.” 
Wuthnow argues, however, that this story of meritocracy masks structural 
social inequalities and keeps Americans from realizing that not everyone has an 
equal chance of winning. In my study, those who had won thus far were more 
likely to tell the meritocratic story than those who were experiencing employment 
difficulties (although Wuthnow argues that the story is frequently told even by 
those whose personal experiences do not bear it out).28 However, if parents in 
my study were to listen closely to their own comments, they would find details 
that called into question the existence of a pure meritocracy. For instance, even 
though race supposedly did not matter, one immigrant father described how his 
children would likely have to work and study harder than their American 
counterparts because of their dark complexion. Another father described how his 
wife was seen as “expired” given her age and had been unable to secure a job in 
                                                 
 28. Ibid., 118–19. 
 
 
 98
graphic design, instead finding herself working part-time at a grocery store 
supervised by “twenty-somethings.” A mother claimed that social class had a 
bearing on success, since parents in wealthier communities were able to 
“provid[e] [their] kids with every benefit so they can compete.” And several 
parents described how women in business faced difficulties with the “glass 
ceiling” and balancing career and family.29 
Wuthnow is right to point out that injustices in America are obscured by 
the story of meritocracy, yet he devotes little attention to the benefits that it holds 
for the nation. While the story may not fully reflect reality (and may even reflect it 
less than at any other time in recent memory), it is nevertheless a useful myth 
that likely encourages greater motivation and industriousness on the part of 
those who believe it.30 In the words of one mother, “Here we have this . . . 
fantasy that there is some class mobility. I don’t necessarily think there is, but if 
we have the fantasy, you end up feeling more optimistic about what you are 
doing to get from where you are to where you might want to be. And in some 
cases it works.” 
                                                 
 29. On this matter of gender inequality in the workforce, some parents thought that 
differences were narrowing because of greater paternal involvement in child-rearing, 
technological circumvention of “good-old-boy” networks during the hiring process, girls’ own 
growing expectations that they would be afforded the same opportunities as their male 
counterparts, and more flexible work arrangements such as telecommuting, part-time jobs, and 
working from home. 
 
 30. Wuthnow does acknowledge benefits of the meritocracy story, but skims over them very 
quickly. While I agree that the myth needs to be challenged, and inequalities acknowledged, I 
think that it is also important not to lose sight of the hope and motivation the story brings and the 
fact that the possibilities for immigrants and their descendents in America are far greater than in 
many other parts of the world (as will be discussed shortly). 
 
 
 99
When parents spoke of their children “getting from where they are to 
where they might want to be,” they spoke of the necessity of education. America 
may be a land of opportunity, but their children would still need to work to secure 
those opportunities. Since most of these families had already achieved middle- or 
upper-middle class status, this was more about status maintenance than status 
mobility. For parents with younger children, preoccupation with formal education 
often began very early, with pre-school and day care programs that used 
respected curricula (as opposed to just “babysitting” their children). One father 
whose daughter had attended such a day care center described how he and his 
wife were pleased to find out when their daughter started kindergarten that she 
was “six months, maybe a year ahead of some of the other kids that had nannies 
or stay-at-home moms.” Some parents also described how New England parents 
sometimes paid large sums of money to send their children to prestigious pre-
schools, with hopes that they would thereby experience a series of admittances 
to prestigious elementary schools, to prestigious secondary schools, and then to 
prestigious colleges or universities.31 
For parents of older children, the competitive worlds of school and future 
work were highlighted most during “college-application season.” Parents often 
assumed that the happy life they desired for their children required that their sons 
and daughters get into good colleges and achieve degrees that would increase 
                                                 
 31. None of the participants in my study mentioned these pre-schools themselves, although 
one father did describe the preparation he did with his kindergarten-aged daughter in order for 
her to pass a standardized entrance exam to a selective elementary school. 
 
 
 100
the probability that they could land a good job after college. In viewing these 
things as necessary, some parents spoke from experience. Two mothers spoke 
of finding their own job prospects limited because they possessed associate’s 
rather than bachelor’s degrees. Indeed, one father who had feared his son would 
not even attend college recalls telling his son,  
Look, it’s your life, but I can tell you, if you don’t get a high school diploma, 
you are completely screwed. You won’t even get a job at a gas station, 
hardly. I mean really, you just can’t go through life like that. And so you 
can either do it now or you can do it when you are twenty-five. And I’m 
telling you it’s a lot easier right now. So just get your act together in class; 
that’s what you have to do. 
 
In a similar fashion, an immigrant mother, who credited her ability to survive as a 
divorced woman in America to her education, told her son, “Don’t just get a 
bachelor’s degree; you are not going to go anywhere. That is a fact of life. 
Because the world is getting smaller, the world is coming closer, and competition 
is increasing tremendously. You have to prove yourself, . . . and you have to 
have a decent education, at least master’s level, to [with]stand the competition.” 
Parents acknowledged that it might be possible for some rare individuals with 
specialized skills, such as those who started Internet companies during the “dot-
com boom” of the late 1990s, to achieve financial success, but they largely held 
that the path to desirable employment still ran through formal schooling. 
 Although every parent I interviewed valued education, immigrant parents 
emphasized it more than most. As one mother from India described, “[We] ‘ethnic 
people’ believe in education. . . We always believe in educating our kids to 
succeed in life. And we’ll try to find wherever there is good education . . . 
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(laughter)—‘ethnic people,’ you know.” Although American universities may have 
been among the best in the world, when these “ethnic people” looked at their 
children’s elementary and secondary schools, they sometimes wished that the 
schools would push their children harder and hold them more accountable than 
they did. One mother, arguing that the years before third grade were critical for 
children’s intellectual development, was frustrated that her son, who could list the 
name of ten dinosaurs by the time he was two or three, was bored by the slow 
pace at which his elementary class was learning math. Contrasting her own 
childhood in India with her son’s educational environment (and with cultural 
notions of a “carefree childhood”), she stated “[In India], we learned. Actually, 
kids here have so many things that they can learn. . . . The thing is, they are not 
expected [to]. People say, ‘Oh, they are young, they should be enjoying [life].’ 
Who comes [up] with this? ‘They should playing, they should be watching TV.’ 
We weren’t brought up like that.” An Indian father echoed these sentiments, 
claiming that, in America, people wanted things to be “easy,” and that if the 
nation wanted to remain competitive globally, the process of “dumbing down” 
would need to be reversed. 
When these so-called “ethnic people” came to the United States, they 
were also struck by the importance given to extracurricular activities. In some 
cases, whether they wanted to make up for deficiencies in public or private 
schools or merely wanted to propel their children even further ahead, they 
enrolled their children in “academic” extracurricular activities, such as the 
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Russian School of Mathematics. In other cases, they selected ethnic or religious 
cultural activities and organizations such as Indian music, Indian dance, Muslim 
Sunday schools, or Hindu Sunday schools. And in still other cases, the children 
were encouraged to participate in sports, in part because it was important to list 
extra-curricular activities on college applications. As one mother from Pakistan 
told me,  
Well, [my son] plays soccer. He’s good at soccer and he likes it once he’s 
on the field, but every season he says, “I don’t want to play soccer.” But I 
sign him up anyway, because he needs to do a sport. In America, sports 
are so critical. . . . I just look around me and I see the other kids and 
they’re playing two or three sports. And I think team sports are . . . a very 
intrinsic part of American society. And I feel like if kids don’t play team 
sports, they miss out somehow. Maybe not miss out, but they don’t 
develop that competitive edge, the team skills that you learn playing 
sports. 
 
Of course, for these immigrant parents, the goal for these extracurricular 
activities was to supplement rather than replace normal schoolwork. As another 
mother from Pakistan admitted,” My kids have a lot more going on than I ever 
did.” 
Although some parents saw the tendency to fill their children’s schedules 
with structured, developmental activities as a hallmark particular to New England 
child-rearing, sociologist Annette Lareau argues that this “concerted cultivation” 
is a nationwide characteristic of America’s “middle-class.” In her book Unequal 
Childhoods, she documents how this life-preparation goal differs from that of the 
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American “working-class” and “poor” parents, whose goal is that their children 
achieve “natural growth.”32 
To a certain extent, I believe that Lareau misunderstands middle-class 
parents’ mindsets. Although she acknowledges that the connection between 
child-rearing practices and future occupational opportunities is not always 
obvious to parents,33 she does not garner from this that parents may also value 
something other than the ends to which children’s skills may lead. In fact, my 
data show that parents take great delight in their children’s personal growth and 
accomplishments because the development of their capacities is a good in and of 
itself. When their daughters and sons learn to speak, to walk, to read, or to shoot 
a basketball, most parents value these abilities for their own sake, as intrinsic 
goods, and not merely (or even primarily) as means to stable and well-paying 
jobs. 
Nevertheless, Lareau is correct that the phenomenon of concerted 
cultivation is very real. In recent years, scholars of the family have noted a rise in 
“intensive parenting” among educated, middle-class parents.34 With an 
                                                 
 32. Annette Lareau, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011). Lareau uses the term “middle class” to include middle, 
upper-middle, and upper-class families—basically anyone who is not “working-class” or “poor.”  
 
 33. Annette Lareau, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2003), 62. 
 
 34. In its extreme form, this form of parenting is sometimes called “helicopter parenting” 
because of the amount of hovering over children involved. It is also often gendered, with mothers 
the most engaged in it. Miriam Liss and co-authors identify five attitudes of this “intensive 
mothering”: (1) women are inherently better at parenting than men (Essentialism), (2) parenting 
should be fulfilling (Fulfillment), (3) children should be cognitively stimulated by parents 
(Stimulation), (4) mothering is difficult (Challenging), and (5) parents should prioritize the needs of 
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understanding that parental involvement fosters healthy development and a 
(sometimes unstated) desire to transmit middle-class values and status, parents 
monitor and manage many details of their children’s lives.35 Certainly, this 
includes formal education. As Lareau has noted, the key difference between 
middle-class parents and their working-class counterparts is that middle-class 
parents have greater informal knowledge of societal institutions, allowing them to 
interact with their children’s schools and advocate more frequently and effectively 
on their behalf.36 
Yet for many middle-class parents, intensive parenting begins much 
earlier. From the time children are able to speak, middle-class parents engage 
their children in conversation, encouraging them to express their opinions and 
wishes in ways that will benefit them later during interaction with non-parental 
adults in the educational and work worlds.37 Compared to parents of lower socio-
                                                                                                                                                 
the child (Child-Centered).” Miriam Liss et al., “Development and Validation of a Quantitative 
Measure of Intensive Parenting Attitudes,” Journal of Child and Family Studies 22, no. 5 (July 
2013): 621, doi:10.1007/s10826-012-9616-y. 
 
 35. Ibid.; Holly H. Schiffrin et al., “Helping or Hovering? The Effects of Helicopter Parenting 
on College Students’ Well-Being,” Journal of Child and Family Studies 23, no. 3 (April 2014): 548, 
doi:10.1007/s10826-013-9716-3. These two recent studies also provide a survey of resources on 
the benefits of parental involvement for children. 
 
 36. Lareau, Unequal Childhoods, 2011, 209–20, 286–309. This variance in institutional 
intervention is also confirmed by Robert D. Putnam, Carl B. Frederick, and Kaisa Snellman, 
Growing Class Gaps in Social Connectedness among American Youth (Harvard Kennedy School 
of Government: The Saguaro Seminar: Civic Engagement in America, August 8, 2012), 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/var/ezp_site/storage/fckeditor/file/SaguaroReport_DivergingSocialCo
nnectedness_20120808.pdf.  
 
 37. This desire for their children to manipulate their environment begins very early on for 
European Americans, as noted by cross-cultural studies of parent-child interaction during early 
childhood. When compared to much of the rest of the world, European American mothers interact 
at a greater distance from their children, drawing their attention to their environment and providing 
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economic status, they are more verbally responsive to their children, spend more 
time with them in novel places, and read more books to them (something that the 
parents in my study reported doing quite often with their younger children).38 In 
their eyes, a happy child is clearly one with high verbal skills who can succeed in 
school and later in life. 
Parents also begin at very young ages to involve their children in other 
developmental activities. For mothers in my study, three of the sites where this 
developmental impulse was most apparent were “play dates” (which were usually 
planned a few days in advance and included two or three mothers and their 
children), “play groups” (in which anywhere from five to twenty mothers and their 
children gathered on a periodic basis), and “mom’s groups” (an even larger group 
of mothers who gathered to interact, with child care provided).39 These efficiently 
organized gatherings for play might be held at someone’s home, at a local park, 
at a church, at a library, or at a play center. While such planned play may have 
been fairly carefree for the children involved, for the adults it was also preparing 
                                                                                                                                                 
them with objects to view and manipulate, thus encouraging them to see themselves as 
independent agents capable of exploring and effecting their surroundings. For an overview of 
these studies, and the way they reinforce and instantiate American ideals of autonomy, see Fred 
Rothbaum and Yan Z. Wang, “Cultural and Developmental Pathways to Acceptance of Self and 
Acceptance of the World,” in Bridging Cultural and Developmental Approaches to Psychology, ed. 
Lene Arnett Jensen (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 196–199.  
 
 38. Meredith Phillips, “Parenting, Time Use, and Disparities in Academic Outcomes,” in 
Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, And Children’s Life Chances (New York and 
Chicago: Russell Sage Foundation and Spencer Foundation, 2011), 209–28; Putnam, Frederick, 
and Snellman, Growing Class Gaps in Social Connectedness among American Youth. 
 
 39. There was also an online variation of the “mom’s group.” Although there was no 
interaction for the children, the Internet provided the space for parents to swap concerns, stories, 
and information about parenting. 
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children for the future, since it developed their young children’s social skills as 
well as giving mothers some much-needed socialization with other adults.40 
Since these women gathered together based on their common role as 
mothers, they frequently compared notes on their children’s personalities, 
capacities, and activities. Although mothers found such conversation invaluable, 
they also described it as anxiety-heightening, since other mothers’ disclosures 
cast light on their own parenting practices and led them to wonder whether they 
were providing enough for the optimal growth of their own children.41 For 
example, one mother described for me the pressure she felt from a mom’s group 
in which two other mothers had enrolled their infants in swimming and French 
lessons. Although mothers generally resisted the idea that they or their children 
were in competition with friends from these groups, they did describe how the 
conversation made them aware of the importance of developmental activities. In 
an era when children were provided such opportunities at increasingly young 
ages, waiting to involve one’s own children potentially placed them at a 
                                                 
 40. I call this “efficient” because it is one of many examples in this chapter of the rationalizing 
of children’s activities. Parents knew that their children would be interacting socially with others 
during this delimited period of time—instead of reading a book, watching television, or some other 
solitary activity. For more on this rationalization or “domestication” of children’s time, see Brian 
Sutton-Smith, “Does Play Prepare the Future?,” in Toys, Play, and Child Development, ed. 
Jeffrey H. Goldstein (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 137–41. 
 
 41. For more discussion of the anxiety, guilt, and shame associated with societal 
expectations of “perfect mothering,” see Sharon Hays, The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996); Miriam Liss, Holly Schiffrin, and Kathryn Rizzo, 
“Maternal Guilt and Shame: The Role of Self-Discrepancy and Fear of Negative Evaluation,” 
Journal of Child and Family Studies 22, no. 8 (November 2013): 1112–19, doi:10.1007/s10826-
012-9673-2; Kathryn Rizzo, Holly Schiffrin, and Miriam Liss, “Insight into the Parenthood 
Paradox: Mental Health Outcomes of Intensive Mothering,” Journal of Child and Family Studies 
22, no. 5 (July 2013): 614–20, doi:10.1007/s10826-012-9615-z; Judith Warner, Perfect Madness: 
Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety (New York: Riverhead Books, 2005). 
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competitive disadvantage with the general pool of other children who would 
already have more fully developed skills.42 As another mother stated, “It’s harder 
to break into things when [the children] are older. It really is.”  
As seen in the anxiety of these New England mothers, not all parents 
were fully supportive of the concerted cultivation that marks middle-class 
parenting in the United States. Certainly, parents enjoyed seeing their children 
develop their capacities and sharing in the joy of their accomplishments and 
successes. They also benefited from the physical and mental break when their 
sons and daughters spent parts of their summers at various camps.43 And, of 
course, nearly all parents wanted to send their children to college.  
Yet a few parents wondered whether the constant monitoring and 
managing left children bereft of the ability to do things on their own. For one 
mother, it was possible for parents to involve themselves too much in their 
children’s educational institutions. 
Sometimes you really do want to step in there and fix things, but you 
know, and I really do feel like we live in a culture where a lot of people do 
that, so you almost feel like you are at a disadvantage if you don’t . . . 
make sure the teacher knows who you are, or the guidance counselor. . . . 
When my kids first started elementary school, I was just shocked at how 
many parents were always in the classroom, you know trying to get the 
edge. (chuckle) [I thought,] “What is going on?” . . . I do think people tend 
                                                 
 42. For more on the rise of a culture of competition among middle-class parents and the 
development of “Competitive Kid Capital,” see Hilary Levey Friedman, Playing to Win: Raising 
Children in a Competitive Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013).  
 
 43. For more on the way that access to resources allows members of the middle-class to 
shape summer enrichment experiences for their children, see Tiffani Chin and Meredith Phillips, 
“Social Reproduction and Child-Rearing Practices: Social Class, Children’s Agency, and the 
Summer Activity Gap,” Sociology of Education 77, no. 3 (July 2004): 185–210, 
doi:10.1177/003804070407700301. 
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to micromanage too much, trying to fix everything. . . . I mean, . . . you do 
have to advocate sometimes, but you don’t have to advocate all the time. 
 
A father concurred with this, noting that it was also possible for parents to be 
overly directive with their children.  
I don’t think they also learn to develop good judgment if you’re always sort 
of on them. So we try to let them, even at early ages, make their own 
decisions, [and to] let them fail. We could look at their homework, correct 
it, and make sure that it’s right. Does that give them the right lesson? Do 
they need to go and have the small failures and learn from them so they 
don’t make the big failures later? 
 
In his estimation, preventing his children from making mistakes would rob them 
of the opportunity to learn from the best teacher—the pain accompanying their 
own mistakes. Indeed, these thoughts represent the distinctive perspective 
among a very small number of parents in this study—that experiencing a degree 
of adversity was greatly preferable to a life of smooth sailing. Preparing for a 
happy adulthood meant that childhood should not be utterly carefree. 
 For a larger number of parents, a greater problem with intensive parenting 
was that it brought an overly hectic rhythm of life, even as many of them found it 
very difficult not to get “caught up” in it and perpetuate it. As one mother related, 
Definitely, parents . . . are faced with many different challenges with 
working, two working parents and juggling all the activities, and juggling 
the kids, and making sure they do their homework, and worrying about ‘Is 
my kid, you know, smart enough, intelligent enough, and do they play 
sports well enough?’ You know, parents get a little bit crazy with that. 
 
In some cases, this “rat race” was unhealthy for families because it consumed 
inordinate amounts of money. One mother described how her desire for activities 
for her young daughter ran up against her limited financial resources. 
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I would have loved to [have had my daughter take “Music Together” 
classes], but I can’t justify it in my mind, spending twenty-five dollars for an 
hour of class for your ten-month-old, just so that they might develop that 
musical intuition. And I’m sure they enjoy it, but they can enjoy [the free] 
guitar [sing-alongs] at the library, and all the kids kind of dancing around, 
versus the structured, well-researched class that makes sure that you 
cover every instrument. 
 
A more common complaint, however, was that these developmental activities 
devoured too much precious family time. When coupled with the many work 
hours put in by both parents in many households,44 parents frequently described 
their family lifestyles as harried, with very little “down time” left after satisfying 
academic and extracurricular demands.45 
 Parents also revealed in these discussions just how much they felt the 
cultural tension between preparing children for a happy adulthood and providing 
a “carefree childhood.” However, this did not mean they always engaged in 
prolonged internal debates with each decision they faced. In fact, it was likely 
that the two schemata were activated at different times in different sectors of life 
without parents giving them much conscious thought. Nevertheless, they did 
                                                 
 44. As sociologists Jerry Jacobs and Kathleen Gerson argue, the time crunch felt by many 
American families is not the result of increasing number of individual work hours, but in the 
increase in total work time experienced by households as women have been increasingly 
propelled into the workplace since the 1970s. Jerry A. Jacobs, The Time Divide: Work, Family, 
and Gender Inequality, The Family and Public Policy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2004). 
 
 45. This parental description of busyness should be qualified by empirical studies that show 
that, although this phenomenon is real, not every child is extremely hurried, nor do parents 
always feel rushed or the need to multitask. See Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie, Changing 
Rhythms of American Family Life, 125–41; Sandra L. Hofferth, David A. Kinney, and Janet S. 
Dunn, “The ‘Hurried Child’: Myth vs. Reality,” in Life Balance: Multidisciplinary Theories and 
Research, ed. Kathleen Matuska and Charles H. Christiansen (Torofare, NJ and Bethesda, MD: 
SLACK Incorporated and AOTA Press, 2009), 183–206; Raley, “Children’s Time Use: Too Busy 
or Not Busy Enough?” 
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sometimes express their frustrations with the impossibility of maintaining a calm 
and peaceful life in the face of pressures to achieve. Commensurate with the 
high value placed on education, many parents related to me that the academic 
quality of local schools was a determining factor in where they chose to live. Yet 
many of these very same parents recoiled against the pressure educators and 
fellow parents put on children to succeed, with large quantities of homework and 
extracurricular events “robbing kids of being children,” “not allowing kids to be 
kids,” and “taking their childhood away.” Some parents expressed the desire to 
live at a more measured pace, such as one mother who wishfully said, 
“Sometimes I wish we could have an experiment and take a year off and say, ‘no 
more extracurricular things except school and home and one sport or 
something.’” Other parents actually took concrete steps to limit the number of 
family activities.  
Mother: There seems to be so much more pressure, time-wise . . . From 
the beginning my ex-husband and I made sure that we were never 
overscheduled, though our son wanted to do hockey because the 
neighbor boy wanted to do it. We said “No, we choose not to do that.” The 
price is really, really up there, and the time. We choose not to do that as a 
family. . . . He’s learned it’s okay; we’re not trying to limit him. We’re not 
doing the town football. . . . When you’re in high school, and you’re making 
the grades, you can be in football; that’s the time for it. So wanting them to 
have opportunities, but in the right doses and at the right times. 
 
Interviewer: You wouldn’t be afraid that starting kids too late in activities 
would put them behind? 
 
Mother: No. Because if they are meant to be a professional football player, 
or a professional flautist, they’re going to be. . . . I just don’t see [waiting] 
as being a problem. I see that more as a benefit. 
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In these parents’ minds, their children’s happiness in the present (the 
“carefree childhood”) need not be sacrificed for potential benefits in the future 
(“preparation for adulthood”). Indeed, some parents expressed great resentment 
against those who framed matters otherwise, illustrating the value-laden nature 
of competing conceptions of childhood. Christian Smith has argued that emotions 
are “telltale indicators of the moral assumptions, convictions, and expectations 
that pervade and order our personal and collective lives.”46 This value-laden 
emotion was very apparent when one non-immigrant mother pointed her finger 
squarely at certain groups of immigrants.  
Mother: We have a lot of Asians in this community. . . . I think about a third 
of this community is Indian and Chinese, . . . and they have a really highly 
developed sense of discipline and ambition that is really hard on their kids. 
You see it every day; you see these kids have no life; they have no friends 
or very few friends. They are not social; they won’t have TVs or game 
systems in their bedrooms. . . . And these Asian kids that I see with very 
ambitious, very driven parents . . . are whipped, just literally as if there is a 
big fist over them to get the A’s, and to succeed. And maybe they will 
succeed, where my son hasn’t. So maybe that’s what it takes, but . . . I 
don’t see the value of that. It just takes the fun out of childhood. . . . I know 
I push him pretty hard, actually, but I think there are parents who push a 
lot harder than I do and I think that’s wrong. I just think it’s wrong, and I 
see it and I feel bad for those kids. 
 
Since this mother admitted that she also “pushed” her child, it is too simple to say 
that non-immigrants were only proponents of a carefree childhood and 
immigrants solely of a preparatory one. Instead, it is better to think of the two 
schemata as ends of a continuum, with parents occupying different points along 
it. After all, there were plenty of non-immigrants besides this mother who held 
                                                 
 46. Smith, Moral, Believing Animals, 15. 
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fairly high academic expectations for their children. According to her, though, the 
problem with the immigrant parents in her neighborhood was that they had 
located themselves even further down the continuum. Their presence, 
perspective, and parenting practices had made it costly for her to embrace the 
ideal of a “fun” childhood, since it placed her son at a competitive disadvantage. 
Much has been written in the popular press recently about “tiger mothers” 
who push their children very hard to achieve,47 and several of the immigrants in 
my study voiced strong convictions about the value of hard work and success. 
For these immigrant parents, life was a zero-sum equation—foregoing happiness 
in the short-term was indispensable for long-term success (and therefore, long-
term happiness). In their minds, one of America’s shortcomings was its focus on 
instant rather than delayed gratification, and this cultural emphasis made their 
task more difficult. 
In assessing the outlooks of these immigrant parents, it is important to 
note the background upon which many were basing their actions. Not only did 
they push their children because their ideas of American meritocracy gave them 
hope that they and their children might succeed in their new land, but they also 
brought with them cultural frames based on the material realities of their 
homelands. To use the specific case of India as an example, parents described 
the India in which they grew up as highly competitive, with large numbers of 
                                                 
 47. The book that occasioned much of the debate is Amy Chua, Battle Hymn of the Tiger 
Mother, Reprint edition (New York: Penguin Books, 2011). 
 
 
 113
people vying for relatively few well-paying jobs. Repeatedly they described how 
their own parents—working from assumptions that childhood was preparation for 
adulthood—had exhorted them to become either doctors or engineers, since 
those professions were seen as the only clearly defined paths to financial 
security and prosperity.48 These immigrants’ knowledge that many career paths 
could be tenuous and that it was possible for vast numbers of people to live in 
poverty was not entirely erased when they moved to America, and no doubt 
affected the ways they interacted with their own children in this new land. 
What this knowledge of alternative material realities indicates is that to 
understand the mentality of these immigrants we must use a different lens on 
meritocracy than that provided by Wuthnow—namely, to view matters in relative 
rather than absolute terms. The question thus ceases to be whether the 
American labor market is meritocratic or not, but how meritocratic it is compared 
to other nations. As one father from Lebanon put it, “Economically, things are bad 
[in America], but [they are] worse in much of the rest of the world.” Another from 
Pakistan stated that “I suspect that in most countries in the world, . . . hard work 
doesn’t pay off as much as it would in a country like the U.S.” Specifically 
comparing present-day America with the India of his upbringing, another stated,  
In America there is a much larger middle class than there was back then 
[in India]. And most, like eighty percent, of people in America don’t need to 
worry about basic things. Everyone can have a house. Everyone can have 
                                                 
 48. Some Indian parents noted that the India of today had changed from that of their own 
upbringing, and that it was possible for people nowadays to make a decent living in management 
and call center jobs as well. Even so, the range of well-paying jobs was still viewed as much 
greater in today’s America. 
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a car. Everyone will have food on the table every night if they work 
reasonably hard. Obviously there are people that are disadvantaged, and 
that’s for a variety of reasons, [but] it’s a much smaller part of the 
population here than in India. 
 
In these estimations, America was still a land of opportunity where a happy life 
can be achieved through hard work.49 And, as we will see shortly, it is notable 
that this last parent saw rewards bestowed not only on all who worked hard, but 
also on those who worked only reasonably hard. 
 When these immigrants’ children imbibed the ethos of American life, with 
its more advantageous labor conditions and notions of a carefree childhood, they 
sometimes questioned their parents about how hard they should have to work, 
given that their non-immigrant peers did not always work as hard as they did. As 
we will see, when parents continued to tightly control their children’s options and 
demand that they work hard, they revealed a cultural variation on the theme of 
“concerted cultivation.” When they did not, their shifting conceptions of parental 
authority and expectations for their children reveal accommodations made to the 
American context. 
                                                 
 49. To introduce another point of comparison, however, the United States is not the land of 
greatest opportunity, as the size of its middle class and the degree of social mobility (as 
measured by the correlation between children’s educational attainment and that of their parents, 
as well as the correlation between sons’ earnings and those of their fathers) is smaller than that 
of many continental European countries. See Anthony B. Atkinson and Andrea Brandolini, “On 
the Identification of the Middle Class,” in Income Inequality: Economic Disparities and the Middle 
Class in Affluent Countries, ed. Janet C. Gornick and Markus Jantti (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2013), 77–100; Anders Bjorklund and Markus Jantti, “Intergenerational Income 
Mobility and the Role of Family Background,” in The Oxford Handbook of Income Inequality, ed. 
Wiemer Salverda, Brian Nolvan, and Timothy M. Smeeding (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 491–521; Tom Hertz et al., “The Inheritance of Educational Inequality: International 
Comparisons and Fifty-Year Trends,” The B.E. Journal of Economic Analysis and Policy 7, no. 2 
(January 2008), 
http://www.degruyter.com/dg/viewarticle/j$002fbejeap.2007.7.2$002fbejeap.2007.7.2.1775$002fb
ejeap.2007.7.2.1775.xml.  
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 Overall, immigrant parents were much more likely than non-immigrants to 
assert their authority in doing what they deemed necessary to prepare their 
children for a happy adulthood. As their own parents had done, some immigrant 
parents exhorted their children to work very hard in order to “get ahead” and to 
“stay ahead” (a task that some felt was more difficult for them than for their non-
immigrant, Caucasian neighbors).50 More often than their non-immigrant 
counterparts, they chose their children’s extracurricular activities without 
consulting their children beforehand or attempting to discern their children’s 
nascent interests. They also did not take kindly to their children asserting their 
will or using their verbal skills to manipulate their environment, something that 
American middle- and upper-middle class families often see as a useful skill to 
possess when interacting with the worlds of education and employment. These 
two variations make clear that future discussions of parental goals for children 
should also include this additional version of “concerted cultivation” that differs 
from the mainstream American middle-class cultivation package. 
                                                 
 50. Representative of this ethnic or anti-immigrant bias are the comments of a mother from 
India, who stated, 
Mother: I don’t really know if people push their kids too hard or not in America, I really 
don’t know. . . . But I do think that being an Indian, maybe sometimes I get the feeling 
that I have to work harder to prove myself at work. I have to be more perfect than another 
Caucasian graphic designer. I have to be more perfect than (pause) and do my work 
more flawlessly. I just feel that pressure somehow, in order to be accepted as a great 
designer. That person may also be regarded as a great designer, but I think I have to 
work harder to get that label. 
 
Interviewer: Because of an existing kind of racism? 
 
Mother: I think so, it’s not, people are not racist, I don’t think so. I love my coworkers. But 
it is [a] very subtle level maybe, but I just feel like I have to be good, to do good to be 
accepted as good. 
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 At issue in these parent-child battles over authority was who had the 
ability to define what happiness was and what it took to achieve it. Were these 
immigrant parents in charge, as their parents overseas had been before them? 
Or had the move to America changed the rules of the game so much that they 
now had to consider their children’s wishes? As we have noted, while these 
immigrant parents primarily focused on “preparation for adulthood,” their children 
(with the help of media, schools, and their peers) often suggested that their 
parents allow them to experience a more “carefree childhood.” When faced with 
their children’s expressed desires, some parents determined that the rules of the 
game had changed sufficiently in America that they were willing to make some 
accommodations. For one, they expressed a willingness to engage in greater 
discussion with their children than their own parents had done. 
Father: In India, at least back when I was growing up, we didn’t even get a 
chance to be rebellious, right? The moment that there were even any early 
signs of us getting in a rebellious mood, it would get shut down by our 
parents. So something like even questioning, like, “Why do I have to use 
this pen versus a pencil?” was not even an option. . . . My parents would 
just say, “Shut up.” You know, it’s like “I don’t want to discuss this with 
you. It’s not an option.” 
 
In America, however, this father struggled with the need to adjust his parenting 
style, stating, “I think when you get challenged by your kids, you have two 
options. Either you just tell them to shut up, or you provide them with a good 
reason. And here [in America], you have to provide a good reason.”51 As he had 
                                                 
 51. According to Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions: A Social History of 
American Family Life (New York: Free Press, 1988), 113–31, 186–90, the shift in America from a 
hierarchical family to a more democratic one in which children were allowed and expected to 
express their feelings and opinions was part of the ideal of the “companionate family” that 
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found out from experience, children who have learned to use verbal skills to 
pursue their desires are not likely to shut up. 
Moreover, there was evidence that some immigrant parents had begun to 
give in to their children and allow them a bit more of a carefree childhood. This 
accommodation can be seen in the subtle shift from parents insisting that their 
children work very hard to expecting that they work “reasonably hard.” One 
Indian woman, for instance, disagreed with her husband over whether it was 
possible in America for their son to succeed while getting ninety percent 
averages in school instead of ninety-nine percent. “I don’t mind him to be [an] 
extremely well-achiever,” she said, “but I want him to have a good life . . . at the 
same time. And . . . you don’t have to be extremely smart to have money and 
family and hold onto a good job. You can be reasonably okay.” 
A small minority of immigrant parents even questioned the notion of 
pressuring children to prepare for adulthood altogether. One father described 
how he had come to prefer America over India because it freed up his children 
“to grow as they wish” and “explore their ideas” while leaving the pressure-filled 
decisions about their future to a post-childhood phase when they had developed 
more maturity. Of course, all of this was dependent on social and economic 
conditions in America. Should they change markedly, these parental 
perspectives could change as well. As a Pakistani father described, 
                                                                                                                                                 
characterized the wealthy upper-middle classes in the 1920s and expanded to the broader post-
WWII suburban middle-class in the 1950s. 
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For me to stay in the U.S. and talk about giving [my children] all the space 
and all that, it’s all well and good, because I know that they’re not going to 
really starve or anything like that. But if the possibility of starvation is very 
much, . . . maybe my perspective will change. It will be like, “Listen you 
know, this B that you got; I just don’t think it’s going to cut it. You really 
need to work harder; you need to stop watching TV and stop seeing your 
friends.” I don’t know, it’s just the environment that you are in. 
 
 In sum, the parents in my study desired an innocent and carefree 
childhood for their offspring, conjuring Romantic ideals of happiness. Yet they 
also feared that if they did not adequately prepare their children for adult 
responsibilities, especially with a strong academic foundation, they would be 
unable in the future to support themselves in a labor market that was still likely to 
be somewhat robust by international standards, yet less certain than it once had 
been. With such conflicting perspectives, it would be easy to think that parents 
who differed in their emphases held diametrically opposed values. However, this 
was not the case—as both held their children’s happiness as their chief value. 
The difference was whether that happiness was to be enjoyed during childhood 
or later in life. In large part, the point that parents occupied on the continuum 
depended on the degree to which they were pessimistic about America’s 
economic future, the degree to which they valued financial success and middle-
class status (more on this in the next chapter), and the cultural understandings 
they held (whose sources were sometimes rooted in the economic realities of 
different parts of the world). 
 Although in today’s America we see carefree and preparatory schemata of 
childhood as in competition, it is also worth noting that both are largely possible 
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only for those who share a social class with sufficient resources to make them 
happen. To be carefree requires a degree of financial stability unavailable to 
relatively poor children who are more likely to experience the harshness of life in 
their earliest years.52 Furthermore, to cultivate the skills and abilities of children 
in preparation for the type of adulthood desired by these middle- and upper-
middle class parents is made easier by money, institutional knowledge, and
social capital that are unevenly distributed across socio-economic lines.
 
                                                
53 As I 
 
 52. On this point, Lareau actually distinguishes between working-class and poor families, 
claiming that the working-class families in her study were able to provide a level of stability that 
poor families (who were not regularly or continually involved in the job market) could not. Lareau, 
Unequal Childhoods, 2011, 67–68. To me, the distinction between these two categories seems a 
little too clean, since today’s labor market includes many families with one or more parents 
working multiple low-wage jobs. These parents are involved in the job market yet may be unable 
to provide much stability for their children beyond parental concern and a roof over their heads. 
 Although not all is doom and gloom, financial deprivation does have real effects. Research 
has shown that even though there is little to no correlation between increased levels of financial 
resources and happiness beyond a certain baseline, below that baseline the dearth of money is 
accompanied by a significant decrease in subjective well-being. It is argued that this may be due 
partly to the everyday difficulty of living in destitute conditions (One could imagine things like 
insufficient food, lack of health care, and neighborhoods with higher crime rates), as well as the 
ability of money to protect one from the consequences of unexpected negative events. Aaron 
Ahuvia, “If Money Doesn’t Make Us Happy, Why Do We Act as If It Does?,” Journal of Economic 
Psychology 29, no. 4 (August 2008): 296, doi:10.1016/j.joep.2007.11.005; Wendy Johnson and 
Robert F. Krueger, “How Money Buys Happiness: Genetic and Environmental Processes Linking 
Finances and Life Satisfaction,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 90, no. 4 (2006): 
680–91, doi:10.1037/0022-3514.90.4.680. 
 To state that life is harsher for poor children, though, is not to say that they never experience 
delight or are always wracked by fear or hopelessness (or that relatively privileged children do not 
experience real difficulties also). Ironically, by not participating in the concerted cultivation of the 
middle-class, working-class and poor children actually do experience one dimension of 
“childhood” more fully than their middle-class counterparts. As Lareau notes, instead of monitored 
and scheduled activities, working-class and poor children experience more freedom of movement 
and more extended periods of “hanging out” free from adult intervention than do their middle-
class counterparts. Lareau, Unequal Childhoods, 2011, 72–76, 287. 
 
 53. See Karl Alexander, Doris Entwisle, and Linda Olson, The Long Shadow: Family 
Background, Disadvantaged Urban Youth, and the Transition to Adulthood, American 
Sociological Association’s Rose Series in Sociology (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2014), 
173–88. As the authors describe, the standard pathway to the American Dream that runs through 
college is out of reach for most poor or near-poor urban residents. However, in cities such as 
Baltimore, there does exist a second path to relative financial success (which is largely ignored in 
research literature on urban disadvantage) in which accessibility varies by race and gender. In 
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argue in this chapter and the next, one of parents’ primary values is that their 
children experience subjective well-being—and many of the things they think w
help them to achieve that goal, while less certain than they once were, are still 
within the realm of possibility for their chil
ill 
dren. 
                                                                                                                                                
The Religious Factor 
 Neither the pursuit of childhood happiness nor the concerted effort to 
prepare children for adulthood would appear to be a particularly religious goal. It 
is striking, in fact, that parents rarely mentioned connections between these 
preoccupations and their faith communities or the ideals championed by their 
religious traditions. One realm in which they did make these connections was in 
the area of human sexuality, an adult property that needed to be kept at bay if 
children were to maintain their innocence. Since the religious justifications for 
chastity and the support (or lack thereof) parents received from religious 
communities have already been fully laid out in the last chapter, however, we will 
not address them again here. Instead, we will discuss two other important ways 
in which religion was connected to the schemata of childhood. In discussions 
about human nature, parents had the opportunity (which they did not always 
take) to describe the human person and therefore the nature of childhood in 
religious or spiritual terms. And in telling or shielding children from religious 
 
the world of blue-collar labor, lower-SES men earn more than women, who are largely 
concentrated in low-wage service, retail, and clerical jobs. And the prospects of urban whites 
surpass those of blacks because their families possess greater social capital, their greater 
marital/partnership stability ensures dual incomes, their youth enter the work force earlier, and a 
long history of racism still affects school guidance counselor assistance and hiring practices. 
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stories of morality, wonder, comfort, and brutality, parents could reinforce either 
carefree or preparatory understandings of childhood. 
The human nature envisioned by these parents largely cast childhood in 
Rousseauean terms of original innocence. To this point, however, we have not 
yet made an important distinction among three overlapping yet distinct types of 
innocence—innocence as moral goodness, innocence as naïveté, and innocence 
as delight or wonder.54 Although there are probably other forms as well, parents 
had these three in mind when they played with their children or tried to shield 
them from harsh, vulgar, or immoral realities such as death, violence, swearing, 
and sexual promiscuity. 
Most parents saw their children as good rather than sinful by nature—
unlike their New England Puritan forebears.55 In fact, language of original sin 
was explicitly used only one time, in a letter from an Evangelical Protestant 
mother to her two children. In her text, she inverted the Rousseauean trajectory 
by charting her children’s life journey from a worse state to better one. 
                                                 
 54. In Gary S. Cross, The Cute and the Cool: Wondrous Innocence and Modern American 
Children’s Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), historian Gary Cross roughly 
approximates the first two of these views, which he calls “sheltered innocence” and “wondrous 
innocence,” although his concern is with their relation to the growth of American consumer 
culture, which is less relevant to the overall discussion here. I have added the third category—
innocence as moral goodness—which I believe to be analytically distinct from the other two. 
 It should be said, however, that parsing different types of innocence is very difficult, 
especially when one includes a moral overlay. Take, for instance, John Locke’s (and 
subsequently, Rousseau’s) “tabula rasa.” Is a “blank slate” morally neutral, or is it good? When 
we say that something is untainted, or even “pure” (in the sense of untouched snow, for 
example), do we find it merely morally neutral, or is it actually good in some sense? Or is activity 
required in order to qualify for moral goodness, such that one need not merely abstain from vice, 
but engage in virtuous action? 
 
 55. For a picture of the shift in views on children and childhood from the New England Puritan 
era to today, see Mintz and Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions. 
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You are so young and, right now, we are in the stages of teaching you 
right from wrong, helping you overcome the sinful nature we are all born 
with and struggle with every day. To be honest, sometimes our days are 
battles of wills, and it feels like all we do is clash with each other all day 
long. But I look at the long view: I know I love you, you know I love you, 
and we both know Jesus loves you. I know he knows the plans for each of 
your lives, and I am humbled that he chose me as your mom and to play a 
part in shepherding your heart as you grow into the people He wants you 
to be. I pray you would both grow into the people God wants you to be—
that is my biggest dream for both of you. For that truly is success. 
 
The open-ended nature of the interview questions and letter-writing 
activity gave parents ample opportunity to use the word “sin” and its variations 
(sins, sinned, sinning, sinner, sinners, sinful, and sinfulness). Yet they collectively 
did so only twenty-three times, and only twelve times as part of a worldview that 
they personally espoused. The other cases were descriptions of someone else’s 
position or arguments against the views of previous generations.56 When the 
term was employed, it was generally used by Evangelical Protestants. It never 
appeared on the lips of Liberal Protestants, except for one mother who said that 
“I really do believe in God and in Jesus Christ, and that he died for my sins, and 
that you’re saved by believing that.” For those with a Catholic background, the 
term sin usually arose when they described the judgmentalism of previous 
generations of Catholics.57 As for the non-Christian religious traditions, it is not 
                                                 
 56. The disappearance of the word “sin” from American discourse has been discussed 
thoroughly in Karl Menninger, Whatever Became of Sin? (New York: Hawthorn Books, 1973). 
 
 57. As Mary Ellen Konieczny notes in her study of American Catholics, the fact that Catholic 
parents want to protect their children’s moral innocence from a range of social harms indicates 
that many do indeed see the world as a sinful place (even if they do not always see their own 
children as quite so sinful themselves). Mary Ellen Konieczny, The Spirit’s Tether: Family, Work, 
and Religion among American Catholics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 144–45, 
147–48, 150–58. 
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surprising that there was no mention of “original sin,” since neither Islam nor 
Hinduism contains such a doctrine.58 However, the notion of sin (in general) did 
appear occasionally in interviews with both groups. For the Muslims, it took the 
form of doing injustice and adding to the negative side of the scales to be used 
on the Day of Judgment. For Hindus, it was something that would negatively 
affect one’s reincarnated state in the next life. Atheists did not use the word sin or 
its variations even once. 
For some parents, childhood innocence was not only the absence of moral 
flaws, but was also about delight and wonder. It meant, in fact, that their children 
possessed a unique openness to spirituality. For example, one Liberal Protestant 
mother spoke about the confirmation process at her church, saying, “I wouldn’t 
want it to be something that [my children] didn’t have an opportunity to have as a 
young person because that’s . . . a very important time for children to feel 
connected to a spiritual life. You know, there is something more open that gets 
closed up as we get older.” Another Liberal Protestant mother echoed, “I do 
believe that children have a natural sense of wonder, and spirituality is not scary 
                                                 
 58. In Islam, children are considered to be born in a condition of natural submission to Allah, 
and should they die before the “age of discretion,” they go immediately to paradise. Jane I. Smith, 
“Children in American Islam,” in Children and Childhood in American Religions, ed. Don S. 
Browning and Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2009), 
134. In Hinduism, humans may carry sins from their past lives as they are reborn into their current 
life, but sinfulness is not inherent to their nature. Rather, human nature is divine, as the self 
(atman) is ontologically equivalent to Brahman (the One that is everything). However, illusion 
(maya) leads to separation of the two (that are really one). The ultimate goal for humans, then, is 
to do their duty (dharma) and rid themselves of illusion, thus returning to their original state of 
union with Brahman. For further exploration of the differences between Hindu and Christians 
conceptions of sin, see Wendy Doniger, The Origins of Evil in Hindu Mythology, Hermeneutics, 
Studies in the History of Religions 6 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 6–7. 
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or weird to little kids . . . [who are], like, three and four years old. They accept 
anything and . . . their spirit is huge.” 59 
This idea of an inherent childhood spirituality or religiosity was not 
universal, however.60 Other parents referred to their own children as 
disinterested in or skeptical toward spiritual or religious matters. Another 
asserted that children were not inherently religious or spiritual, but, until a certain 
age, merely “mapped onto their parents,” whether their parents were religious or 
not. And an Atheist father went even further, claiming an inherent non-religious 
nature for children. He said, “I stick to the idea . . . that babies are born Atheists. 
So if you want them to be religious, you have to do something else [with them].”61 
                                                 
 59. Although no parents actually cited sacred texts to justify their views of an innocent 
childhood, it would be surprising if Christians in the sample were unaware of the passage found in 
Matthew chapter 19 in which Jesus rebukes his disciples for turning away children who were 
requesting an audience with him, saying, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder 
them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.” As popularly interpreted by modern 
American Christians, children find a special place in Jesus’ affections here because of their 
unique capacity for trust, wonder, simple faith, and unjaded belief. 
 
 60. For a thorough mapping of the meanings and relations of the terms “spiritual” and 
“religious” in the discourse of everyday Americans, see Nancy Tatom Ammerman, Sacred 
Stories, Spiritual Tribes: Finding Religion in Everyday Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2013), 23–55. 
 
 61. Atheists sometimes make a distinction between “believing in no gods” and “having no 
beliefs in gods,” often claiming that the latter more closely describes their metaphysical 
perspective. As this father points out, it does make some sense to see the very beginning of life 
as a time when children (i.e. infants) “have no beliefs in gods.” However, it makes less sense later 
in life once these persons have been exposed to cultural understandings regarding the 
superempirical (and thus been prompted either to agree with them or not). Thus, the former 
statement “believing in no gods” would seem to be more accurate description of an adult outlook. 
Although Atheists do not always like to see themselves as “believers,” since the term “belief” 
connotes and implies that they have taken a position without evidence or proof, recent 
philosophers have convincingly shown that all persons approach the world with fundamental 
presuppositional assumptions that are not themselves empirically verifiable or provable. For more 
on this anti-foundationalist turn in philosophy, see Alasdair C. MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of 
Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition: Being Gifford Lectures Delivered in the 
University of Edinburgh in 1988 (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990); Richard 
Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, 30th anniversary ed (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
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In this father’s version of the Romantic narrative, human beings were in their 
purest state before their minds became clouded by superstitious and irrational 
thinking. 
This difference in perspective on the nature of children is part of a larger 
societal struggle to define human normalcy and, by extension, the social position 
of people who are not religious. On one side stand those who say that the 
“normal” state of children is a spiritual one. Well-known figures such as 
psychiatrist Robert Coles, in his book The Spiritual Life of Children, have 
documented myriad examples of children’s interest “in God, in the supernatural, 
in the ultimate meaning of life, [and] in the sacred side of things.”62 On the other 
side of the debate, Atheists have attempted in recent years to challenge these 
notions of inherent spirituality or religiosity.63 Thus, one finds the aforementioned 
Atheist father’s contention that babies are born Atheists circulating around the 
Internet and proclaimed on billboards in the state of Minnesota.64 As these 
Atheists understood, when a society determines what is “natural” or “normal” for 
                                                                                                                                                 
University Press, 2009); Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reason within the Bounds of Religion, 2nd ed 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1984). For a discussion of the implications for our understanding 
of the human person, see Smith, Moral, Believing Animals, 45–61. 
 
 62. Robert Coles, The Spiritual Life of Children (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1990), xvii. Also 
see Tobin Hart, The Secret Spiritual World of Children (Makawao, Maui, HI: Inner Ocean, 2003). 
 
 63. See Kevin M. Taylor, “American Atheist Communities and the Struggle for Social 
Legitimacy” (Annual Meeting of the Association for the Sociology of Religion, Denver, CO, 2012) 
for a description of how Atheists combine notions of inherent aspirituality or areligion with other 
arguments in their attempts to increase the legitimacy of their social identity. 
 
 64. In Minnesota, these billboards were co-sponsored by the Minnesota Atheists and the 
national organization American Atheists. “Minnesota Atheist Group Sponsors Twin Cities 
Billboards Featuring Babies,” accessed May 30, 2014, 
http://www.startribune.com/local/blogs/138207759.html. 
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human life, those who do not fit that description become “unnatural” or “deviant,” 
and often bear social stigma as a result. 65 And as a minority tradition in 
American cultural life, many Atheist communities are out to publicize that not only
are they normal (i.e. not aberrant), but if the default condition of humanity is non-
religious, they are actually more normal than anyo
 
ne else. 
                                                
As we have noted, most parents viewed their children in Romantic terms, 
which were diametrically opposed to certain Christian understandings of children 
as born in a state of original sin. Although a small number of Evangelical 
Protestants still maintained that idea, most religious parents saw their children as 
possessing a unique innocence, which in spiritual terms could include an 
openness to wonder, delight, and the divine—something that parents should 
nurture in their children’s everyday lives. Atheist parents, partly out of a desire for 
social legitimacy, disputed this understanding of children as inherently spiritual or 
religious, instead claiming children’s initial and natural state to be free from 
cultural illusions regarding a supernatural or transcendent dimension of reality. 
A prominent place to note these differing perspectives on human nature 
and childhood is in the stories that parents did and did not tell to their daughters 
and sons. While parents may not always have been consciously aware of all of 
the stories that shaped their realities, they did recognize the power of stories—
including religious stories—in the lives of their children. Thus, they could tell 
 
 65. As Leslie Stevenson, “Aristotle: The Ideal of Human Fulfillment,” in Twelve Theories of 
Human Nature, 6th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 104, puts it, many uses of “the 
very slippery term ‘nature’ through history . . . are the ‘common sense’ of the time, which may be 
nothing more than the expression of prejudice and perceived self-interest.” 
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stories to help achieve certain positive outcomes, and they could choose to 
shield their children from stories that might do them harm. These choices then 
reinforced different notions of childhood. 
Very rarely, parents told religious stories to encourage their children to 
prepare for adulthood. In one case, a Hindu mother noted that the Hindu doctrine 
of ashramas (four different life stages) included an early “student” phase in which 
children were to be free from the responsibilities of working outside the home and 
supporting the family. However, she quickly added that this did not mean that 
they were exempt from hard work. In fact, she used a religiously inflected tale to 
justify to her daughters the need to study hard. In a temple, she said, “there were 
[statues] of God made of marble, as well as a marble floor. The marble on the 
floor says to the marble in the statue, ‘You’re so lucky. People come to worship 
you, whereas they step on me.’ The God says, “When I was being shaped, they 
made me look like a person. They shaped my eyes. They shaped my nose. It 
was painful! You didn’t do that!”66 For this mother, pain was an experience worth 
undergoing in anticipation of future benefits. 
We saw earlier in the chapter that a small minority of parents saw pain as 
a teacher of valuable lessons. Entirely absent from the discourse of the parents 
in my sample, however, was the view of pain and suffering as spiritual teachers 
                                                 
 66. This mother applied this general story about the necessity of undergoing pain for a 
greater good to the realm of education. While such stories could conceivably have been told as 
well to encourage children to work hard in any realm of life, no religious justification (in narrative 
form or otherwise) was given in support of children’s labor within the household. For an example 
of how religious narratives (specifically Christian ones, in this case) could be applied to the 
sharing of household labor, see Miller-McLemore, “Children, Chores, and Vocation,” 319–23. 
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or purifiers of the soul, a concept with a long history in Christian thought. Rather, 
when parents told religious stories to their children, it was to promote their 
happiness or minimize their pain (and, as a corollary, to maintain as much as 
possible the untroubled state of childhood). This included telling the stories 
behind religious holidays that children often found so enchanting.67 It also meant 
providing comfort to their children in times of sorrow and loss. One non-attending 
mother who self-identified as a Roman Catholic described a discussion with her 
young daughter upon the death of her grandmother,  
Nana loved to pray and that was her favorite thing to do. So [I told my 
daughter] that [praying] can make her close to Nana, and then I brought in 
God, and [she responded], “Who is God? Why can’t I see him?” So we 
talk about God and some of the stuff obviously it is a difficult concept to 
talk about and where Nana is. And “Is she flying in an airplane?” I get that 
a lot. “If she is in heaven, is she in an airplane? Can she see me? Is God 
in our house? Is he outside the house? Can he come in the house? Is he 
a ghost?” . . . So we try to do those conversations as much as we can 
because I want her to feel comfortable. 
 
 In some cases, even parents who did not believe in the factuality of the 
stories saw psychological benefits in them for children. One father who self-
identified as Muslim but was agnostic about the truth claims of the religion 
described his views on the communal story told during the celebration of 
Ramadan: 
                                                 
 67. This love for stories and characters did not always extend to secular versions of religious 
holidays, such as stories of Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny. In one interesting case, an 
Evangelical Protestant couple refrained from playing the Santa game with their children because 
they saw such pretending as deceitful (since the children did not know they were pretending). 
However, other religious parents, including one Catholic mother, thought such concerns were far 
outweighed by the delight and joy that Santa brought to their children. “My daughter is nine,” she 
said, “and she still talks about Santa. I think she’s on the cusp [of disbelieving], but I don’t want to 
rob them of their childhood early.” 
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I’ll go to friends’ houses and we will open the fast together and we’ll do the 
prayer and all that. My heart may not be in it, but I’ll find the whole 
community experience to be very beautiful. . . . It is a beautiful idea to 
have faith and all that, and I just want my kids to have that whole idea. I 
mean, it’s easy to call somebody a hypocrite in that but . . . I just don’t 
know how else to implement that in their heads. You know, we have seen 
this kind of stuff in Ramadan. My father or my mother would get up at this 
time and they would pray, and [my children] can see the beauty in it. And 
eventually, even if they say, “Dad, you were just pulling our leg,” [that’s] 
fine, but at least you got to see it. And when you are a kid it is important 
for you to have these illusions. It just really builds a kind of comfort zone in 
them; that’s what I think. 
 
 Similarly, a non-attending mother, who self-identified as agnostic, said that 
she did not believe all the “literal stuff” in the world’s religions, yet still valued it for 
the underlying sense of meaning that it could provide for her young daughter. 
Although she was not currently affiliated with a church, she hoped to find one and 
raise her daughter in it in order that she hear stories whose symbols revealed 
underlying truths such as the value of love, redemption, and forgiveness. She 
contended that children needed to grasp these truths through “concrete stories,” 
even though she envisioned her daughter rejecting the literal parts (as she had 
done) around the age of sixteen. 
 On the other hand, there were parents (mostly associated with Atheist 
communities) who chose not to tell religious stories because they saw them as 
illusions on par with other cultural stories about Santa Claus and the Easter 
Bunny. One Atheist father explained, 
I don’t think I’ve ever said, “There is no God.” I think I’ve told them, 
especially as they were growing up younger, “I don’t know, and nobody 
really knows.” My youngest son, it was very funny, because he made . . . 
the same kind of connection that a lot of kids make with Santa Claus. . . . I 
never told him there was a Santa Claus, but I kind of never told there 
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wasn’t. . . . Eventually, he came to the understanding that [Santa didn’t 
exist.]. . . . And when he made that connection, he made the leap to God 
right away. People say the same things about God, and it’s the same 
situation. So . . . I let him make that discovery, and that was very 
rewarding . . . to see him make that connection. 
 
 In the assessment of the Atheists, it was better to live one’s life without 
religious stories. Although they were not always particularly concerned when 
religious people believed the stories or told them to their children,68 there were 
instances when they saw religious stories as harmful. When religious people 
became involved politically in trying to shape science curricula in public school 
districts around the country, these parents took issue on behalf of their own 
children and the children of the nation. Creationist stories of the origins of the 
cosmos and of humanity were not stories they wanted told. 
 Even religious parents sometimes saw religious stories as harmful. As we 
have seen, many parents attempted to maintain their children’s innocence (in the 
form of naïveté) by shielding them from the harsh realities of the world and 
thereby providing them with an untroubled mind. One Evangelical Protestant 
mother said, “the Lord wants us to dwell on whatever is noble and pure and right 
and lovely.”69 The problem with this, however, was, that not all religious stories 
                                                 
 68. This lack of concern for the story-telling of religious people is in contrast to leaders of the 
New Atheist Movement such as Richard Dawkins and the late Christopher Hitchens, who have 
famously declared telling children stories frightening stories about hell and giving them specific 
religious labels prior to the age of consent “child abuse.” Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2006), 311–44; Christopher Hitchens, God Is Not Great: How Religion 
Poisons Everything (New York: Twelve, 2007), 217–28. 
 
 69. This phrase comes from the New Testament verse Philippians 4:8. 
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were lovely. In fact, some religious stories could introduce fear and brutality into 
a vulnerable child’s world.70 
 For Christians, stories to be avoided included God killing the firstborn 
children of Egypt during the Israelite exodus from that land (a tale that led one 
Catholic mother to exclaim, “My goodness, some of these Bible stories are just 
awful!”). Some even wanted to avoid one of the central stories of the Christian 
faith—namely, the account of Jesus’ bloody death on a Roman cross. Two 
Liberal Protestant mothers expressed great appreciation and relief that their 
church was not going to “terrify” or give nightmares to their children, but rather 
had licensed teachers that instructed “at an age-appropriate level” and were not 
teaching things that they would have to “undo.” And, although the Evangelical 
Protestants expressed fewer qualms with these stories, one Evangelical mother 
described how she would wait a while before acting upon her desire to take her 
twelve and nine-year-old daughters to see the graphic movie The Passion of the 
Christ. 
 In Hindu (or, more broadly, Indic) sacred texts one finds violent stories as 
well, as described by a mother who was hesitant to expose her six-year-old son 
to videos or books of the Sanskrit epics Ramayana and Mahabharata or non-
religious texts such as the Hitopadesha and Vikramaditya. “The stories are not 
very meant for kids here,” she said. “There are a lot of killing. (laughter) It’s done 
                                                 
 70. Interestingly, parents expressed their desire to shield their children from certain violent 
religious stories, but did not once mention a similar desire to protect them from the sexually 
explicit stories present in some sacred texts. 
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for [an] Indian [audience], and they just translated to English; they didn’t kind of 
make it for kids version. So we try and avoid those things, like really a lot of 
killing and blood coming out.” While this mother wanted to protect her son’s 
carefree spirit by shielding him from violent religious stories, it is interesting to 
note that she was one of the parents quoted earlier in this chapter who stressed 
the need for public schools to push children harder academically.71 Thus, along 
different social dimensions, parents could actually promote a carefree childhood 
and promote the preparation of children for adulthood at the very same time. 
 Muslim parents had their own set of violent stories to deal with, and, like 
parents from the other traditions, attempted to diminish the potential harm they 
could cause. One mother was not sure she believed in the existence of a literal 
hell after death, but acknowledged that the Qur’an did include some frightening 
attributes among the ninety-nine attributes of Allah. Although she saw some merit 
in the idea of eternal judgment to teach about consequences, with her children 
she chose to avoid stories of hellfire and to focus primarily on the benign 
attributes of Allah, saying that Allah had chosen the names Compassionate and 
Merciful (instead of the others) to begin each surah in the Qur’an. These were 
the things she wanted her children to associate with Islam when they looked 
back on their childhood, saying, “Why come back to it if your only memory as a 
kid is being in fear?” 
                                                 
 71. To be clear, this mother was not the only parent to express the desire for more academic 
rigor, but she was the one quoted earlier in this chapter. 
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 For another Muslim mother, the inducement of fear came not from the 
sacred text of the Qur’an, but from popular Islamic regional folklore, as her 
daughter experienced one morning during the Sunday school.  
My daughter, when she was in third grade, was really upset because a 
teacher told her there was this one-horned, one-eyed red Devil who . . . 
comes to the kids or something, and she was really scared and she wasn’t 
able to sleep at night. And I was really upset because it’s something I 
never heard of in my whole life. And then when I was talking to some of 
my friends, they said this is a folklore that is in some of the Pakistani 
villages. And I was a little bit upset because I just felt that the teacher had 
no right scaring little third-graders. 
 
Were this woman to have spoken to another Pakistani mother in my sample, she 
would have learned there were two particular surahs that, when recited, could 
ward off such monsters. Thus, for one mother, religion could be an occasion for 
fear, and for another, a means of dispelling it. 
 The story that scared the Muslims in my sample the most, however, was 
not a story internal to the community, but the one told about Muslims by the 
mainstream American media. Parents could shield their children from negative 
characterizations of Muslims for only so long. Eventually their children would see 
or hear a message about the evils of Islam. And if they did not experience it in 
the media, they might experience it through the taunts of non-Muslim children at 
school who had been exposed to it. Parents were concerned that their children 
would not be able to fully comprehend the political and social context and that 
exposure to it would rob them of much of their innocence. As one mother related, 
“This was my biggest fear, actually, that, oh my God, no, especially at this age 
when you’re so tender. You don’t understand. And when kids call him a terrorist, 
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he doesn’t understand that, [and asks], ‘Why are they doing that to me?’” When 
their children did hear the stories of attacks, suicide bombings, and such, parents 
tried to help them process their experiences as best they could, but would have 
greatly preferred that they never hear them in the first place. For these Muslim 
parents, a happy and innocent childhood should not be marred by stories of 
religious violence and taunts from classmates. 
 In conclusion, we have seen in this chapter that parents desired 
happiness for their children. This happiness took on a special importance during 
childhood, which was socially constructed as a time free of anxiety, moral 
pollution, and other forms of adult trouble. This was not the only cultural frame for 
viewing this life stage, however, as economic realities and cultural 
understandings influenced parents to cultivate their children’s skills in order to 
prepare them for adulthood. And apart from influencing (to a limited extent) 
parents’ understanding of their children’s nature and the stories they told to their 
children, religion played a relatively minor role. We will see in the next chapter 
that parents wanted their children’s happiness to continue throughout the life 
course. And we will also see that religion as such, and specific religions in 
particular, play only a slightly greater role in parents’ thoughts on lifelong 
happiness than they do in their ideas regarding childhood well-being. Instead, 
social class plays a much greater role in shaping parents’ conceptions of their 
children’s happiness throughout their lives. 
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CHAPTER FOUR - SURELY GOODNESS AND HAPPINESS ALL THE DAYS 
OF THEIR LIVES  
The American middle-class parents in this study envisioned a “good life” 
as beginning with a happy childhood—keeping negative thoughts, feelings, and 
circumstances from impinging on the innocent and carefree spirits of their 
children. Enacting this ideal, however, sometimes conflicts with the practical 
necessities of equipping children to “fare well” in the future. This chapter extends 
that finding toward adulthood. How do these parents envision their children’s 
subjective well-being (both a positive balance of emotions and cognitive life 
satisfaction) beyond the childhood years? 
What emerges is a view of happiness that is largely shared by parents 
across all the traditions in this study. They agree that happiness is highly 
important and that it is dependent on a lifetime of relationships, an appreciation 
of nature and human culture, and rewarding labor. Across religious traditions, 
parents agree that in times of trouble, subjective well-being can found through 
reliance on God as a power that transcends the self. And religion provides a 
common focus around which families and communities can cohere, leading to 
positive relationships that promote happiness. Apart from these things, and from 
relatively minor influences of specific religious traditions on parental 
understandings of the natural world and human labor, we find that parents’ 
conceptions of the “good life” as a “happy life” were shaped much more fully by 
their location in the American middle class. 
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Human Relationships 
 In recent years, psychologists have identified quality relationships as a key 
source and component of human happiness.1 Parents in my study intuitively 
knew this. Since their children were inherently social beings, interpersonal 
relationships were important. In the words of one mother, “I don’t think you can 
have joy without being connected to other people. I don’t think you can be joyous 
and be alone.” When parents thought about their children’s future, they wanted to 
see them “surrounded by people that they loved [and] who loved them back.”2 
Indeed, their children’s happiness depended on it. 
Nuclear Family 
Parents wanted children to develop social bonds while they were still 
children, beginning in their own families. In the preceding chapter, we mentioned 
how the value of modern American children has come to be located primarily in 
                                                 
 1. Roy F. Baumeister and Mark R. Leary, “The Need to Belong: Desire for Interpersonal 
Attachments as a Fundamental Human Motivation,” Psychological Bulletin 117, no. 3 (May 1995): 
497–529, doi:10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497; Norman M. Bradburn, The Structure of 
Psychological Well-Being (Chicago: Aldine, 1969), 123–146; Claire M. Kamp Dush and Paul R. 
Amato, “Consequences of Relationship Status and Quality for Subjective Well-Being,” Journal of 
Social and Personal Relationships 22, no. 5 (October 2005): 607–27, 
doi:10.1177/0265407505056438; Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Deci, “On Happiness and 
Human Potentials: A Review of Research on Hedonic and Eudaimonic Well-Being,” Annual 
Review of Psychology 52, no. 1 (2001): 154–55, doi:10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.141; Carol D. 
Ryff and Burton Singer, “Interpersonal Flourishing: A Positive Health Agenda for the New 
Millennium,” Personality and Social Psychology Review 4, no. 1 (February 2000): 30–44, 
doi:10.1207/S15327957PSPR0401_4. 
 
 2. Although it will be impossible to separate the two entirely, in this chapter we will focus 
primarily on the benefits (e.g. happiness, satisfaction, and enjoyment) that relationships provide 
to the individual rather than the responsibilities to relate well to others in return. Examples of 
reciprocity or self-giving will certainly be present in this chapter, but extended discussion of them 
will be reserved for the next chapter on the subjects of altruism and social concern. 
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the relationships they provide to parents and other family members. This 
phenomenon of the “emotionally priceless” child was ubiquitous among parents 
in my study.3 When parents were asked to identify what brought them the most 
satisfaction in parenting, their most frequent response was to point to times spent 
together in harmony and mutual affection—between parents and children and 
among siblings. In fact, many parents stated that their own primary motivation for 
conceiving children was to share this joy of connecting with others, and some 
stated that they had decided to have multiple children so that siblings could also 
share this with one another. As one father claimed, “You know, that’s part of 
existence. That’s just part of being in this world, is to enjoy family, the love that 
only family can bring.” 
Mothers’ emotional connection with their children began in the womb, 
continued with breast feeding, and was valued throughout the childhood years.4 
One mother described that, for her,  
The most satisfying is just the connection with my kids, which I’ve had 
since they were in my belly. . . . I still smell their hair in the morning; I still 
                                                 
 3. According to Peter Uhlenberg, much of the rise of the “emotionally priceless” child was 
made possible by declines in infant mortality during the twentieth century, since parents risked 
less heartache in forming emotional bonds with their children because it was less likely that they 
would perish. Peter Uhlenberg, “Death and the Family,” in Growing Up in America: Death and the 
Family (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1985), 243–52. However, historians Stephen Mintz 
and Susan Kellogg dispute this claim by noting the depth of emotional attachment New England 
Puritan parents expressed in their diaries for children. Mintz and Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions, 
2. 
 
 4. Although they did not refer to it by name, or speak all that much in the interviews about 
their children as infants, parents’ desires for connection were commensurate with the attachment 
theory of parenting formulated by John Bowlby. In this conception, mothers provide for their 
children, through their nurture in the earliest stages, an existential sense of security and a “base” 
from which to explore the world around them. John Bowlby, Attachment, vol. 1, Attachment and 
Loss (New York: Basic Books, 1969), 208–9. 
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will always know what their favorite soap is or what their favorite cookie is. 
. . . I want to be the person in their life that knows them, even as they 
change, . . . because I think that will help them feel loved and not alone. 
 
Fathers also got in early on the action, such as one father who described his 
“golden moment[s] as a parent” as the times when he lay on the couch with a 
little baby on his chest, when he got to snuggle up and read a book with his 
children, and when his son greeted him when he arrived home from work with the 
question “How was your day, Dad?” 
Parents also experienced great satisfaction when they saw their children 
getting along with and caring for one another. In one mother’s words, “The 
happiest times are when they get along together, and seeing that relationship 
blossom, knowing that they’re going to have each other for the rest of their lives.” 
Of course, their children did not always get along—and parents described 
squabbling and other forms of inter-sibling strife as among of their greatest 
frustrations—but this did not overshadow parents’ ability to note and cherish the 
times of sibling bonding. For example, one mother described: 
Last Christmas morning was the first time that Julie really understood that 
Santa was coming. And she asked for this talking house, and they got up 
at some ungodly hour… and Jackson was so happy for her. He sensed 
that that was really special, . . . [so special that] he didn’t even see his 
presents. [He said to her,] “Look, you got the talking house!” and he came 
running back to us and said, “Mommy, Mommy, Julie got the talking 
house!” Oh my goodness, so wonderful are the times that you walk in and 
he is reading her a story. And it’s like, “Oh Jackson, I love you.” 
 
In the assessments of parents, the key ingredient for developing this 
closeness within the nuclear family was spending time together. As we have 
 
 139
seen, this could be a real challenge for families who felt stretched for time.5 For 
one thing, parents’ work schedules could be quite exacting, including extensive 
travel, long work hours, and commuting. And for some single parents, custody 
arrangements could limit their time with children even further. Children, too, could 
have busy schedules filled with both homework and extracurricular activities. 
While children were young and parents were responsible for transporting them to 
and from activities, children’s schedules more-or-less coincided with those of 
their parents. But when children became old enough to drive, their activities often 
pulled them away from home and the rest of the family. 
Parents took a range of measures in order to foster family connections, 
some of them requiring significant sacrifices. One father declined to take 
promotions at work because of the drain on his family time.6 In other cases, 
parents set aside their own personal hobbies and interests. In still other cases, 
parents forbade their children from participating in certain extracurricular 
activities, sometimes enduring their children’s disapproval in the process. 
                                                 
 5. Time-use studies show that parents (especially those that have both fathers and mothers 
engaged in market work) are indeed busier than ever before, yet manage to spend more time 
with their children than did parents of other recent generations by cutting back in other areas such 
as housework. Bianchi, “Family Change and Time Allocation in American Families,” 25–32. 
 
 6. On the greater likelihood of parents to cut back on work loads, as well as to decline 
promotions, overtime, and additional work, see Samantha K. Ammons and Penny Edgell, 
“Religious Influences on Work–Family Trade-Offs,” Journal of Family Issues 28, no. 6 (June 
2007): 794–826, doi:10.1177/0192513X07299682. Ammons and Edgell also note the effects of 
conservative Protestant religion on this kind of family decision-making, especially for fathers. For 
a related discussion of the impediment of family and religion to professional mobility among elite 
professionals, see D. Michael Lindsay, “God in the Corner Office? How Religion Advances and 
Inhibits Professional Mobility in the Higher Circles,” in Religion and Inequality in America: 
Research and Theory on Religion’s Role in Stratification, ed. Lisa A. Keister and Darren E. 
Sherkat (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 232–34. 
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Parents also set aside daily time for family connection. For parents of very 
young children, one of the best times was early morning, when their children 
would hop out of bed and join them for some affectionate cuddling.7 For parents 
of all ages, gathering together in the evening for dinner was prime time for 
connection and conversation. Scholars have noted the decline of the family meal 
as a cultural tradition since the 1950s,8 but many parents in my study still saw 
the dinner table as a prime space for discussing what was happening in o
another’s lives.
ne 
                                                
9 Finally, for parents of younger children (and a few older ones as 
well), bedtime was a great time to connect, as parents read books to their 
children and heard stories about their children’s day before they turned out the 
lights. 
 
 7. On the other hand, for parents of older children, morning could be a stressful time in which 
they were rushing to get everyone up, dressed, fed, and out the door to school. 
 
 8. For an exploration of social changes related to the decline of the family dinner since the 
1950s, see Abigail Carroll, Three Squares: The Invention of the American Meal (New York: Basic 
Books, 2013), 191–211. 
 
 9. Studies that have measured the percentage of American families that dine together (as 
reported by adults) vary widely in their results, ranging from seventy-five percent to ninety-three 
percent. Jeffery Sobal and Karla Hanson, “Family Dinner Frequency, Settings and Sources, and 
Body Weight in US Adults,” Appetite 78 (July 2014): 81–88, doi:10.1016/j.appet.2014.03.016. 
Many of the parents in my study ate dinner together at least once a week, and most more often 
than that. They also experienced many of the things that made such dining difficult, including long 
hours for parents at work, work-related travel, the after-school and evening schedules of older 
children, the lure of television (and individual TV trays), and the availability of fast food to be 
consumed in the car on the way to and from events.  Also, for the effect of convenience foods 
consumed within the household on the decline of the family dinner, see Elinor Ochs and Margaret 
Beck, “Dinner,” in Fast-Forward Family: Home, Work, and Relationships in Middle-Class America, 
ed. Elinor Ochs and Tamar Kremer-Sadlik (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), 48–66. 
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On a weekly basis, some parents also designated one day or evening for 
“family togetherness,” with the expectation that everyone forego their own 
agendas during that time. 
Mother: One thing I’ve tried to implement, in the last month I’ve said, . . . 
“Let’s have a family night. Once a week we need to have a family night, 
and each week someone will get to be the one that chooses what we do. 
So Adam, you start; and Mariya, you do it next week. Then it can be 
whatever activity you want to do with the family, and the rest of the people 
should do it, even if it’s not their favorite.” . . . I think Mariya liked the idea; 
Adam was kind of neutral. He didn’t resist it so much, and my husband 
thought it was a good idea. I think Mariya’s idea was to watch old family 
videos, one Friday night. So we did that. (laughter) 
 
Interviewer: And everybody gets to laugh. 
 
Mother: Yeah, so you kind of just look at the videos of when they were 
babies and just spend some family time together. Because I think that we 
need to do more of that interaction . . . I think that it’s too easy to just 
withdraw and do our own activities. And unless you work at it, as a family, 
. . . I think you need to just put in place structure sometimes. It just doesn’t 
happen naturally. . . . There are more demands than you have time for, 
and it’s always easy to push the family demands to the side. 
 
Family vacations provided a more intense opportunity for families to “just 
be together.” These trips—to the ski slopes, a wooded cabin, a second home on 
a New England beach, or somewhere across the country or overseas—removed 
both parents and children from their normal routines and gave them a chance to 
form deeper relational bonds. “We’ve been skiing for the last few weekends,” 
said one mother. “A couple of weekends ago it was just [my son] and I, and I 
thought, ‘This is so awesome.’ Just that he’s able . . . to ski and that we can just 
really have a wonderful and enjoyable time with that. And just not have it be so 
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‘Let’s get there, let’s do this, let’s do that.’ You know, kind of let it just be and just 
have fun with it.” 
In addition to these scheduled activities, parents attempted to squeeze 
impromptu activities into gaps in the family calendar as best they could. 
Sometimes the entire family joined in these activities, sometimes they were done 
by whoever was available, and sometimes they were intentionally reserved for 
specific parent-child pairings or groupings—such as two families who found time 
to have “daddy-daughter” and “mommy and me” experiences together. Overall, 
these family activities were not always focused on fun, since it was possible to 
spend time together doing chores, homework, or community service. But, by and 
large, parents thought that if their family did enjoyable things together, the 
positive feelings associated with the activities would translate into positive 
feelings for each other as well. Some of these activities were relatively costly, 
such as frequent attendance at professional sports contests or taking golf 
lessons together. These investments in time together were made possible by 
possessing middle- or upper-middle class financial resources. Other activities 
would have been more accessible to working-class and poor families as well, 
including going to lunch, going on walks, spending all day in a museum, 
attending church, visiting the library, going to the park, playing indoor or outdoor 
games, roughhousing, putting together jigsaw puzzles, turning on music and 
dancing, or merely relaxing at home and letting their children figure out how to 
entertain one another. 
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The fact that some of these activities took place within the confines of the 
home raised the possibility that the material space of the home itself could 
contribute or detract from family connectedness. One father, whose four children 
had spent many of their early years in a home of nine hundred square feet, 
attributed the close bonds of his children to the physical proximity they shared 
during this time.10 On the other hand, most of the families in this study lived in 
larger dwellings in which children had more space to separate themselves from 
other members of the family (often in their own bedrooms), thereby lessening the 
amount of opportunity for making connections.11 In this way, the size and layout 
of homes reflected and reinforced ideals of independence and privacy.12 Indeed, 
cultural differences regarding domestic privacy manifested themselves in a 
conversation with a parent from India. 
                                                 
 10. This father did not mention the possibility that children in close quarters could also fight 
more often. Since he described his children’s present relationships as close, however, he may 
have been thinking that the greater proximity had also given his children more experience in 
working out their differences. 
 
 11. This trend towards larger homes in America in the latter part of the twentieth century and 
early years of the twenty-first has been considerable. Census data have also shown that the 
median square footage of newly constructed detached, single-family houses has risen from 1,525 
square feet in 1973 to 2,306 in 2012, although the growth is less pronounced if one begins the 
comparison before 1920, when median square footage stood at 1,862 square feet. Barbara T. 
Williams, These Old Houses: 2001, Current Housing Reports (U.S. Census Bureau, February 
2004); “Median and Average Square Feet of Floor Area in New Single-Family Houses Completed 
by Location” (U.S. Census Bureau), accessed May 19, 2014, 
http://www.census.gov/construction/chars/pdf/medavgsqft.pdf. Also, according to Robert E. Lang 
and Rebecca R. Sohmer, “Legacy of the Housing Act of 1949: The Past, Present, and Future of 
Federal Housing and Urban Policy,” Housing Policy Debate 11, no. 2 (2000): 292, 
doi:10.1080/10511482.2000.9521369, the average home in 1949 provided 983 square feet of 
living space, which had grown to about 2,000 square feet by 1999. 
 
 12. This assertion is based on a quote from landscape historian John Stilgoe in Margot Adler, 
“Behind the Ever-Expanding American Dream House,” NPR.org, accessed May 18, 2014, 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5525283. 
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Father: Again, this, this whole idea of privacy as it applies to a family . . . is 
nonexistent in India. I mean, here I have my three-year-old, and when 
[she] goes to the bathroom, if she finds me in the bedroom, she will be 
like, “Daddy, I need privacy.” (laughter) And I’m like, “Okay?”  
 
Interviewer: So where did she get that from? 
 
Father: I have no idea. So if she’s in the room, she’s obviously fully 
clothed but she’s about to go to the bathroom, and . . . if the door is open, 
obviously I just walk in. And she’ll be like, “Daddy, I need my privacy” . . . 
And this is something that we adapted to [in America], and we are happy 
adapting to. I mean, this concept of knocking on the kids’ doors is 
nonexistent in India.  
 
Interviewer: Right. 
 
Father: So to me, when my kids were born it was nonexistent. But when I 
heard the word “privacy” coming out [of her mouth] ten times in a day, I 
backed off. They need their space. 
 
Both inside and outside of the home, children sometimes desired private 
mental space as well, preferring to keep quiet instead of communicating with 
adults. Potentially, communication could take place at the dinner table, at 
bedtime, during various activities, or in the car on the way to and from events.13 
But when parents tried to enter their children’s world through sharing their own 
stories or, more frequently, by asking children for details of what had happened 
in their daily lives, children sometimes offered only minimalist responses such as 
“Nothing” and “I don’t remember.” When this happened, parents could either give 
                                                 
 13. Assuming that children were not otherwise occupied and were available for conversation, 
the automobile was a particularly rich place for parent-child interaction. As one father stated, it 
was nice when his older children gained their drivers’ licenses and no longer needed to be 
shuttled from place to place. However, he was less pleased that he and his wife had lost one of 
their chief opportunities to converse and to connect with their children. 
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up or decide to push matters, as in the case of one mother who tried a creative 
approach. 
Mother: When they get in the car after school, . . . sometimes I will ask 
them stupid questions like, “How was your day?” and they will go, “Fine.” I 
try to avoid that, so I ask, “Did you fall in a hole today?” and they will go, 
“No!” or start laughing. But it ends up that they end up talking about their 
day. So it comes out. 
 
Interviewer: You tease it out of them. 
 
Mother: Exactly. 
 
Parents reported that their children became less interested in common 
family activities as they grew older, preferring the company of their friends over 
that of their parents and siblings. As one mother said, “[T]eenagers are more 
independent. They want to spend less time with their parents, . . . more time with 
their friends, and they become embarrassed by their parents.” Parents did not 
want their children to be loners, but rather to have good friends. But some 
parents also expressed disappointment when their children’s peer relationships 
cut into what little family time they had.14 For some of these parents, family and 
peer relationships constituted a zero-sum equation, as expressed by one mother 
who disagreed with her husband over “how much time a kid just needed to kind 
of roam and interact with friends, and how much we wanted them home to 
                                                 
 14. The exception to this was when parents worried that their children would face serious 
social marginalization. For example, one father in my study was pleased that his son had found 
friends and preferred to spend time with them instead of his parents because it meant that he was 
“doing fine socially.” 
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interact with family.”15 Other parents tried to bring the worlds of peers and family 
together. For the most part, parents did not insert themselves into activities their 
children were doing with peers (apart from “friending” them on Facebook,16 
watching their performances or competitions, or driving them and their friends 
around town). However, they did sometimes invite or permit friends to join in on 
family activities. As one mother related,  
[On] Saturday night [my son] had big plans, and I saw this and I said, “You 
know, Zane, we’re going to a Rough Riders game as a family. You can 
bring a friend, that’s fine, but we’re going, and he can have dinner with us, 
and we’re going to sit down and talk and we’re going to go watch the 
Rough Riders, and that’s just the way it is. “ [He asked,] “Can I bring four 
friends?” [I said,] “You can bring one friend; that’s it.” 
 
Another problem for parents who wanted to set aside time exclusively for 
family was that even when the children’s friends were not physically present, they 
were still present through their children’s electronic devices. In fact, technology in 
general often served to detract from family bonding. One way that parents dealt 
with this conflict between family togetherness and the pull of technology was to 
implement “no electronics” policies during family trips or other designated family 
times. Another strategy was once again to try to bring together what the parents 
wanted (family time) with what the children desired (to use their technological 
                                                 
 15. According to Raymond Williams, this mindset is highly pronounced among first-
generation Indian parents, since relationships with family traditionally dominate attention outside 
of work. Williams, “Hindu Family in America,” 208. 
 
 16. Parents often had reservations with their children getting Facebook accounts. And when 
they did get them, children had reservations with their parents “friending” them, mostly because 
they felt they were being monitored (which, of course, they were). Sometimes parents gave their 
children no option but to be “friended,” and other times they chose to monitor their children 
indirectly through friends and relatives that had been granted “friend” status.  
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gadgets). In some cases, parents were relatively happy to host movie nights or to 
play video games together. In other cases, parents saw such screen-based 
activities as less-than-ideal, but as the best they could do given their children’s 
interests (or rambunctiousness). At least the family members were all together, 
even if only to stare in the same direction. 
Parents wanted healthy relationships with their children that would one 
day mature into adult friendships. This raises the question, however, of how 
egalitarian those relationships ought to be. In preceding chapters, we have noted 
three ways that parents sought to mold their children’s behavior and character 
(since to do so was part of what it meant to be a “parent”). The most frequent 
was talk—articulating values explicitly to their children. Also, parents sought to 
shape the environments in which their children were growing up and to model 
behavior they hoped their children would emulate. At this point, it is time to add a 
fourth method—namely, discipline, in which parents set behavioral expectations 
and either bestowed rewards when behavioral lines were respected or exacted 
consequences when they were transgressed. 
Discipline was sometimes difficult for parents. They wanted their children 
to feel comfortable talking to them about anything (as good friends would do), but 
they knew that if they came down too hard, their children would no longer feel 
comfortable sharing with them (even if they were in trouble). For these parents, 
the important thing was to be a “parent” instead of a “policeman” or “dictator.” 
Other parents, however, disputed this characterization, arguing that the role of 
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“parent” included the authority to enforce “no electronics” policies or restrict their 
children’s participation in extracurricular activities or with friends. As one mother 
said, “[My daughter] tells me, ‘Mom, you are really, really my best friend,’ which is 
great. [I say,] “You know, I can be a best friend, but the point is that sometimes 
there is a line between being your friend and being a mother and sometimes I 
just can’t be both. Because I have to say, ‘No, you just can’t do that.’” 
When it came to disciplining their children, parents had a number of tactics 
at their disposal, and, with a few exceptions to be addressed later in this chapter 
during our discussion of religion, parents were generally neither beholden to, nor 
opposed to, particular ones. Rather, they approached discipline pragmatically, 
often using several tactics at once and employing different techniques for 
different children at different ages in different situations, without fear of changing 
course if a new approach was needed. Sometimes parents chose positive 
reinforcement (i.e. “carrots”). More frequently, they used negative reinforcement 
(i.e. “sticks).17 No matter the approach, though, parents knew that in order to be 
effective, their discipline had to be consistently implemented, both in their own 
responses across time and in concert with their spouse. They also knew that 
                                                 
 17. “Carrots” could include things like verbal praise, additional spending money, or extra time 
with electronic media. The most common “stick” was revoking privileges, a finding which parallels 
that of M. P. Baumgartner, The Moral Order of a Suburb (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1988), 23–24. Deprivations could include restricting children’s enjoyment of toys, money, dessert, 
recreational activities, bedtime stories, play dates or sleepovers with friends, and (most of all) 
various forms of electronic media. Depending on their children’s age, it could also include limiting 
their freedom of movement—”timeout” for younger children or “grounding” for older ones. 
Following deprivations (in order of frequency) were: talking with children to explain to them the 
error of their ways, yelling or heated rebuke of children, allowing children to experience “natural 
consequences” of their actions, corporal punishment, and, finally, verbal expressions of profound 
disappointment. 
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setting behavioral boundaries and implementing disciplinary measures could 
make them unpopular with their children for a time. However, since they were 
attempting to establish relationships that would carry into the future, it was also 
important that they refrain from disciplining in a way that would “embitter” their 
children and jeopardize those relationships in the long term. For this reason, 
some parents indicted themselves for yelling too much and indicted others for 
spanking too much (more on this later). 
Parents knew that their children would leave them someday, but they 
hoped that parent-child and sibling relationships would endure, for the sake of 
both parents and children. As one mother described her own adult relationship 
with her parents, “We have that history and we can even say a word that refers to 
our experience and we all know what we’re talking about. It’s sort of that sense of 
belonging someplace in the world and . . . you have that built-in support and 
friendship too.”  
Parents also knew that continued relationships with their adult children 
were not guaranteed, as seen in one mother’s ability to imagine her worst-case 
future scenario: “I hope that I can always be his number one fan,” she said. “I 
hope that there’s not a point in time where he’s just so irresponsible, that he’s 
constantly borrowing money off of me, and that he’s in and out of jobs, and that 
he’s got no place to live, and that he’s trying to live with me, and I can’t handle it 
anymore, and I have to say, ‘Get out’ and ‘I want no part of you.’” Indeed, the 
possibility of ruptured relationships between parents and children was more than 
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theoretical for parents who had already experienced it with their own parents or 
with their older children. As one mother longing for reconciliation wrote to her 
twenty-year-old stepson, “I pray that one day, hopefully soon, you will feel 
comfortable stepping back into the ring of our family. We love you and miss you 
tremendously and we are not whole without you. Riley asks for you, her big 
brother Michael, every day. You deserve to know your little sisters. You are not 
alone.” In the case of this estranged family, and the other families in this study, 
parents saw their children’s happiness as positively related to the depth of 
connections they shared (and would continue to share in adulthood) with other 
members of the nuclear family, and often went to great measures to try to foster 
those connections. 
Extended Family 
Since parents did not want their children to be loners, either as children or 
as adults, most also promoted relationships with extended family members. 
There were parents who restricted contact with certain family members because 
of a history of abuse, or only begrudgingly allowed their children contact with 
some relatives due to those relatives’ undesirable actions, attitudes, and value 
systems.18 However, the great majority of parents believed that positive 
relationships were possible with extended family, and that a relational base could 
                                                 
 18. To give a few specific examples of conflicting values, various parents disliked that their 
children picked up “attitude” and inappropriate tones of voice from cousins, thought they watched 
too much television (including inappropriate sitcoms and movies) with their grandparents, and 
were angered when a grandmother mocked the family’s religion. 
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be established in childhood that would continue into adulthood and would let their 
children know that they were cared for in various ways. As one mother wrote to 
her children, “As an adult I still love talking with your Gramps, Grannyba, and 
Aunt Elysha, and I hope something similar is true for your generation. I’d like you 
to be able to call each other in your forties, eighties, and beyond and find support 
and connection.” 
As was true for the nuclear family, the key to establishing relationships 
with extended family members was spending time with one another. And, as with 
the nuclear family, this was made difficult by busy schedules and a lack of free 
time. When children shared the same geographical location with their relatives, 
getting together was easier, but even then parents (and extended family 
members) had to be intentional about making this happen. When children’s 
relatives lived far away, the difficulty of spending quality time together was 
compounded further. As members of a very mobile American society, extended 
families were scattered from coast to coast, or even across the seas.19 In the 
case of immigrant families, many parents had chosen to leave behind family 
                                                 
 19. In recent decades, America has actually seen a gradual yet steady dip in geographical 
mobility, as measured by movement across county and/or state lines. See Thomas J. Cooke, 
“Internal Migration in Decline,” The Professional Geographer 65, no. 4 (2013): 664–75, 
doi:10.1080/00330124.2012.724343; Greg Kaplan and Sam Schulhofer-Wohl, “Interstate 
Migration Has Fallen Less Than You Think: Consequences of Hot Deck Imputation in the Current 
Population Survey,” Demography 49, no. 3 (August 2012): 1061–74, doi:10.1007/s13524-012-
0110-3.Raven Molloy, Christopher L. Smith, and Abigail K. Wozniak, Internal Migration in the 
United States, Working Paper (National Bureau of Economic Research, August 2011), 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w17307. 
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members in other countries, something that troubled them greatly.20 As one 
father from Egypt stated, 
Father: Sometimes I feel I wronged [my son]. 
 
Interviewer: Because you took him away from his extended family? 
 
Father: Yeah. This is the most troubling part. I don’t think [it’s] fair. There 
are a lot of things that [he] can and may be able to accomplish here, . . . 
but I made the decision on his behalf. 
 
Some parents from India were accustomed to life in patrilineal and patrilocal 
“joint families” comprised of “parents, the father’s parents, the married sons and 
wives with their children, unmarried sons, and unmarried daughters, with a 
common kitchen and jointly owning property managed by the father or oldest 
brother.”21 For them, the transition to America, with its emphasis on the nuclear 
family, was a difficult one. As one father from India stated, “Being [a] nuclear 
family like this, I don’t know whether my kids . . . will . . . have any affection 
towards my other family members. Well, they can have affection for the whole 
world; that is a different story. [But] will they have the feeling [for their cousins]?” 
Parents tried a variety of things to bridge the geographical gap between 
children and their relatives. For starters, they could use the same forms of 
                                                 
 20. Not all immigrant parents in my sample had their entire extended family overseas. Due (in 
part) to the phenomenon of “chain migration,” some had siblings and parents who had immigrated 
to the U.S., although that did not always mean that they lived in the same geographical location. 
 
 21. Williams, “Hindu Family in America,” 201. Williams mentions that the joint family pattern is 
breaking down in India, especially among urban professionals, although the extended family 
retains much of its authority. According to 2011 Census data, the number of single-marriage 
households in India now hovers around seventy percent. For more specifics, see Subodh Varma, 
“Cities Buck the Trend, Joint Families Are Back,” The Times of India, April 8, 2012, 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Cities-buck-the-trend-joint-families-are-
back/articleshow/12577202.cms. 
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modern travel that facilitated the dispersal of families to occasionally bring them 
back together for visits and family vacations. They could also try to bridge the 
distance through electronic technology. While some children still used tried-and-
true methods such as mailing photos or cards via the postal service, many more 
had adopted newer forms of communication such as placing calls with cell 
phones, emailing messages and digital photos, or holding video conversations on 
their computers.22 
Indirectly, parents also fostered relational connections with kin by creating 
a material and discursive environment in which relatives were present even in 
their absence. Geographically-removed family members were introduced to 
children’s mental worlds through photos on the walls or refrigerator, on t-shirts 
left over from family reunions, and in everyday speech (including prayers). In 
fact, these connections could even be drawn across time. As families told family 
lore, they established connections between their children and the ancestors that 
had gone before them.23  
While parents appreciated these ways of bringing geographically 
dispersed people together, they did not believe that these remote connections 
were a fully adequate substitute for having extended family members living 
                                                 
 22. Lynn Schofield Clark argues that even though middle- and upper-middle class families 
use digital and mobile media to connect with family, the emphasis on using media for this 
purpose is actually greater for lower-income families. Lynn Schofield Clark, The Parent App: 
Understanding Families in the Digital Age (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
 
 23. The same connections could be made through old photos of deceased relatives. Although 
no one specifically mentioned them during the interviews, it is inconceivable that parents did not 
have at least some of them displayed on their walls or in family photo albums. 
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nearby. If relatives did live nearby, they would be able to lend a helping hand with 
children (and spare parents from having to find and pay a trustworthy babysitter). 
In the estimation of one Indian father, if he had been living in a joint family in 
India, his parents, siblings, and in-laws would have shared at least thirty percent 
of the child-rearing load. Moreover, with grandparents nearby, children could 
benefit more frequently from a unique mode of interaction that only grandparents 
could provide. As a mother explained, “Parents’ love comes with discipline. With 
grandparents, it’s just total love and spoiling. They spoil them, and I think the kids 
need that.”24 
When parents ran into trouble or were unsure of what to do, they could 
also turn to their parents for advice. However, relatively few in my sample did. 
Instead, some saw their parents as a bit out of touch, either because they were 
unable to remember their own childrearing days vividly enough or because the 
world had changed and made their old-school methods obsolete.25 On a wide 
range of matters, parents reported divergence between their own parenting 
                                                 
 24. Curiously, parents spoke very little about the potential for socialization into family identity, 
customs, and values that grandparents could provide, instead choosing to stress the affective 
aspects of the grandparent-grandchild relationship. Of course, this quote neglects the reality that 
the ability to spoil grandchildren is at least somewhat linked to the infrequency with which 
grandparents are in contact with their grandchildren. It is doubtful that this parent would want her 
parents spoiling her children twenty-four hours a day. Also, if grandparents were involved in the 
daily child care (as they would have been in Indian joint families or in situations where 
grandparents watched their grandchildren in lieu of the parents), they could not avoid participating 
in the disciplinary aspects of parenting and would be much more active in transmitting family 
ways. For a perspective on the transmission of family culture within the Indian joint family, and 
how older generations are seen as repositories of wisdom within India, see N.K Chadha, 
Intergenerational Relationships: An Indian Perspective, accessed May 19, 2014, 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/family/docs/egm12/CHADHA.PAPER.pdf. 
 
 25. Nelson, Parenting out of Control, 59–69, finds a similar reticence among parents in her 
study to use their own parents as a resource. 
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styles and values and those of their parents. In fact, a few interviewees described 
having to ward off their parents when they became bossy, meddlesome, or 
nagging, or offered unsolicited advice. In reality, when the parents in my study 
wanted advice for raising their children, they were just as likely to turn to friends, 
mom’s groups (both in-person and on-line), or to the books, articles, videos, and 
websites of child psychologists, pediatricians, and other professional “parenting 
experts.”26  
Parents, then, valued their own parents not primarily for their advice but 
for the love and happiness they could provide to their grandchildren. When their 
own parents were not around (due to geographical distance, relational rupture, 
dementia, or death), parents sometimes sought “surrogate grandparents” or 
“pseudo-grandparents” to fill the void. In fact, parents many times echoed the 
quote “It takes a village to raise a child” to refer to their need for additional adults 
to walk with their children as they journeyed toward adulthood.27 This need was 
felt most strongly by the single mothers in my study, but it was also felt by 
families headed by two parents. When parents of both types of families looked in 
their local vicinity, there was no guarantee that they would find such people. One 
mother imagined her son saying in the future, “‘Here I am in Hansborough. 
                                                 
 26. Parents reported that they turned more frequently to the products of the parenting experts 
during their children’s earliest years, but by the time they reached their school years they had less 
need for them. 
 
 27. They also attributed this phrase to Hillary Clinton, who popularized it in Hillary Rodham 
Clinton, It Takes a Village: And Other Lessons Children Teach Us (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1996). 
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Nobody knows me. I’m not around any of my beloved family members. I’m just 
kind of this weird, little, isolated unit.’” Continuing her speculation, she posited, “I 
think isolation, suburban isolation, not [having] this tight-knit complex of 
relationships you fit in, . . . is kind of the flip side of freedom I suppose, . . . 
getting lost.”  
For many parents, the situation was not quite this bleak. Some parents did 
find local “hand-off families” that would take care of their child on a regular basis 
or that they could call in cases of emergency.28 Sometimes they found role 
models for their children in other places, such as schools, on sports teams, and, 
as we will see later in the chapter, in religious communities.29 Yet even these 
connections could be very fluid. As one mother lamented, her daughter had 
recently found out that “pseudo-grandparents” can move away, too. 
Marriage and Children 
As parents turned their attention to the future, they expressed hopes for 
happy relationships within their children’s own nuclear families. When asked 
what a desirable life would look like for their children thirty years down the road, 
some parents simply assumed that marriage and children would be in the cards 
                                                 
 28. In the case of at least one family, surrogate family was made “official” by granting titles of 
kinship (e.g. “Uncle Rudy”) to close friends of the family, even though there was no blood 
connection between them. 
 
 29. Worthy of note here is Hilary Levey Friedman’s suggestion that Robert Putnam’s “bowling 
alone” thesis about the decline in association among Americans be examined in light of the 
relational connections formed by parents with other parents at their children’s sporting events. 
Friedman, Playing to Win, 246. 
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for their children, employing phrases like “once they are married . . .” or “when 
they have kids. . . .” Others saw such future relationships as much less certain, 
using the alternative phrasings “if they are married . . .” and “if they have kids . . .” 
For many parents, a good and happy life for their children consisted of a 
standard package of “settled” characteristics that included having a spouse and 
children. As one mother put it, “you grow up, have a reasonable job, have a 
family, kids, that kind of normal scene.” When they envisioned a future spouse 
for their children, parents first and foremost desired that their mate be 
responsible and hard-working and treat their children with respect and love. 
Thus, one mother stated, “I would want them to have a partner, spouse, mate, 
(pause) someone important in their lives to . . . know them through and through, 
to really adore them, not in an ideal way, but for who they are.” 
Parents also expressed other hopes for their children’s future marriages. 
In some cases, they hoped for shared values, beliefs, and personalities (with just 
enough difference to complement and correct one another when need be). Some 
hoped their children would not rush into marriage, but would delay tying the knot 
until they had spent significant time with their future spouse or graduated from 
college and established themselves in their career.30 Hastiness could limit their 
children’s future happiness if it led to relational incompatibility or financial 
                                                 
 30. In addition to economic and other realities, sentiments such as those of these parents are 
part of the reason that the average age of first marriage in 2010 was almost twenty-seven for 
women and twenty-nine for men, up from twenty and twenty-three five decades earlier. D’Vera 
Cohn et al., “Barely Half of U.S. Adults Are Married – A Record Low,” Pew Research Center’s 
Social and Demographic Trends Project, accessed May 19, 2014, 
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/12/14/barely-half-of-u-s-adults-are-married-a-record-low/. 
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instability. Once such marriages were begun, though, parents hoped they would 
be a “forever thing.” Pointing to the high divorce rates of American society, one 
mother spoke of how she and her husband, like her parents before them, found it 
very important to model to their children what a committed relationship looked 
like.31 Another mother described to her children that their future marriages would 
require work but would be worth the effort, stating, 
Dad’s and my marriage has been a great joy for us, so of course I hope 
that each of you finds an excellent spouse—a person who loves God and 
you, with whom you can find delight and companionship for many years. 
Remember that a good marriage doesn’t just “happen.” The choice to 
love, honor, and cherish the other person is made continually. It takes 
work—but then what good thing doesn’t? 
 
In some cases, parents of “only children” expressed their wish that their future 
spouses would be accompanied by large extended families that would welcome 
their child with open arms. And, finally, many parents hoped that their children 
would have their own children someday, thus expanding their web of 
relationships even further. 
Although parents clearly hoped that their children would enter loving and 
committed marriages, they frequently qualified that desire. It was possible that 
their children would not find the right person, or might not want to get married at 
all. It was possible that their children might follow unhealthy relational models 
and that marriages would not last. It was possible that they might find someone 
                                                 
 31. Although scholars have argued that divorce rates have been stable or falling since the 
1980s and 1990s, careful handling of the statistics shows that divorce rates are actually at an all-
time high. Sheela Kennedy and Steven Ruggles, “Breaking Up Is Hard to Count: The Rise of 
Divorce in the United States, 1980–2010,” Demography 51, no. 2 (April 2014): 587–98, 
doi:10.1007/s13524-013-0270-9. 
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to live with without marrying them. It was possible that their children might turn 
out to be gay.32 It was possible that they might end up with a spouse with a 
markedly different background, lifestyle, or values than those of the rest of the 
family. And it was possible that they would find themselves unable to bear 
children, or decide not to do so.33 
For some parents, these variations on the marital theme caused little 
value conflict—these alternatives were perfectly fine. Others expressed 
disagreement with some possibilities, but not enough to trump the value they 
placed on their children’s autonomy. They would likely keep quiet about their 
difference of opinion. For others, the desire for the standard package of 
heterosexual marriage with children may have been a bit stronger, but they 
would likely keep quiet as well, knowing that there was a limit to what they could 
control. To push their views on their children would be ineffective and possibly 
counterproductive. There were also a few parents who openly expressed their 
                                                 
 32. While parents may or may not have mentioned cohabitation or homosexuality explicitly 
[homosexuality they did, cohabitation they did not], a number of them nodded to these 
possibilities by using the terms “partner” or “companion” when they just as easily could have used 
the terms “wife,” “husband,” or “spouse.” 
 
 33. An increase in childlessness among women has contributed to the overall drop in 
average number of children born to American mothers, who are today expected to bear around 
1.9 children each, down from 3.7 children in 1960. Jens Manuel Krogstad, “5 Facts about the 
Modern American Family,” Pew Research Center, accessed May 19, 2014, 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/04/30/5-facts-about-the-modern-american-family/; 
Gretchen Livingston and D’Vera Cohn, “Childlessness Up Among All Women; Down Among 
Women with Advanced Degrees,” Pew Research Center’s Social and Demographic Trends 
Project, accessed May 19, 2014, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2010/06/25/childlessness-up-
among-all-women-down-among-women-with-advanced-degrees/; Gretchen Livingston and 
D’Vera Cohn, U.S. Birth Rate Falls to a Record Low; Decline Is Greatest Among Immigrants, Pew 
Social and Demographic Trends (Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, November 29, 2012), 
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2012/11/Birth_Rate_Final.pdf. 
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desires for their children’s adult lives, whether their children wanted to hear them 
or not.34 These parents believed that certain social configurations produced more 
happiness than others, and they hoped that their children would choose the one 
that would bring them the greatest amount of personal well-being. 
Extra-Familial Community 
In addition to their hopes for happy future family relationships for their 
children, parents also expressed hopes that their children would enmesh 
themselves in supportive friendships with non-family members, during childhood 
and throughout their lives. This section will explore the implicit boundaries of the 
community in which parents wanted their children to participate (i.e. the “village” 
they wanted them to inhabit). This community included their children’s schools, 
from which children derived the majority of their friends. It included various sets 
of peers (some from school and some from beyond it) in team-based 
extracurricular activities. As we will see later in this chapter, it also included co-
religionists in their churches, mosques, temples, and Sunday schools. On the 
other hand, it only thinly included their immediate neighborhoods, and other 
organizational relationships not at all. 
                                                 
 34. This final position can be seen most clearly in two versions of a letter that a mother wrote 
to her children. In the first version, she related to her children that “even if you aren’t yourselves 
parents, I hope you choose to invest in the next generation.” Later, after she had had time to do 
some more honest reflection, she sent me a revised version that read, “[O]f course I hope you 
choose to become parents—how couldn’t I? Dad and I are so thankful for the privilege of raising 
you four. I couldn’t have imagined the intensity of love for that velvety head bobbling at my 
shoulder, or for the gangly child squeezing me in a heartfelt hug, until I experienced it, and I want 
you to experience it too (on the other side of the equation, now). Staying home to raise you has 
been a source of endless interest and joy. Small people are worth spending a lot of time with.” 
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Parents often expressed their hopes in general terms—that their children 
would have “friends,” “friendships,” “relationships,” or “community.” When they 
spoke to their children, sometimes they stressed the benefits of social capital 
(though not in those terms), as seen in one mother’s charge to her children to 
“surround yourselves with good people and they will support you when you need 
them to.” At other times, they emphasized the importance of supporting others in 
return (which we will discuss more fully in the next chapter). 
 Robert Putnam has pointed out that the relationships we form provide 
social capital of two different sorts—bonding capital (relationships established 
within homogeneous social groups) and bridging capital (relationships with those 
that differ demographically).35 As parents talked about the kinds of relationships 
they hoped their children would form, desires for both were present. Some 
parents stressed that they wanted their children to form relationships with people 
who were like-minded or shared aspects of their identity. Alternatively, some 
parents also wanted to ensure that their children not develop an insular mentality, 
and stressed that they wanted their children to experience diverse communities 
and relationships. 
The problem, however, was that achieving social capital of any sort is 
difficult in America—at least when viewed through the eyes of immigrants from 
countries such as India. From their perspective, it was relatively easy in America 
                                                 
 35. Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000). 
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to isolate oneself from people in general—including those that were more-or-less 
like you. Instead of neighbors, friends, and family dropping by your house 
unannounced (as would be done in India), it was expected that they would first 
take the extra step of calling ahead to schedule an appointment. If you spoke 
somewhat frequently with neighbors outside in the front yard, it was not assumed 
that you would be invited into their homes. And in the suburbs, private 
automobiles and attached garages (with accompanying remote garage door 
openers) even made it possible for you to avoid contact with neighbors 
altogether. Most of the Indian immigrants in my study found this very troubling, 
although they acknowledged that there were Indians who preferred the relative 
privacy of American cities and neighborhoods, since there was more freedom to 
live as you wish when neighbors mind their own business and do not interfere. 
 These parents from India also noted (in non-sociological terms) that when 
people in America did achieve significant social capital, it was much more likely 
to be bonding than bridging capital. As Robert Bellah and his Habits of the Heart 
co-writers argue, America is a nation composed of “lifestyle enclaves,” or 
“group[s] of people “who choose to be together because they are similar in some 
dimension of life that is important to them.”36 As one immigrant from India put it,  
                                                 
 36. The concept of lifestyle enclaves is first explored in Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart. It is 
one terminal point on a continuum whose other end is a “community in the strong sense,” which 
Bellah and associates define as “a group of people who are different yet independent, who are 
bound together by mutual responsibilities arising out of a common history, a history which they 
have not simply chosen to be a part of but which they are nonetheless responsible for carrying 
on.” Both definitions provided here (in the text and in this footnote) are drawn from Robert N. 
Bellah et al., eds., Individualism and Commitment in American Life: Readings on the Themes of 
Habits of the Heart (New York: Harper and Row, 1987), 246. 
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The bad side [of life in America] is that you can a lot of times . . . live in 
your own little world. . . . . You can live in your own bubble and survive 
there, by shutting everything else out, without any real connection to 
people—or people who are different. Or you can gravitate towards people 
who think like you, or look like you. It’s quite easy to do that with 
communication and clubs and all kinds of stuff. That’s a drawback, that’s 
the biggest drawback. Because [in] most [other] places [in the world], 
[when] you get out of the house and have to walk someplace or catch a 
bus, you automatically are interacting with people. You don’t have to do 
that here. You get out of the house, you get in the car, you go to one place 
where you have like-minded people, and then you get in the car and go 
someplace else, where you have like-minded people. And nowadays with 
the Internet, you don’t even have to go to the mall. 
 
The temptation for immigrants when they came to the United States was 
to congregate mostly with other immigrants, since it was more comfortable and 
easier to connect with people from similar cultural backgrounds.37 Although those 
in my study appreciated these relationships, and valued their cultural heritage, 
they also wanted their children to connect to the broader American community, 
given that they were growing up “as Americans,” and their future was likely to be 
in the United States. 
 Another difference the Indian immigrants noted about America was the 
way it was possible to avoid those further down on the socio-economic ladder. 
Charles Murray has argued that America’s most firmly ensconced lifestyle 
enclaves are based on social class, with the most well-educated and affluent 
residing in “superZIPs” far removed from working-class Americans.38 Some of 
                                                 
 37. This was the case for both immigrant groups in my study, although the Muslims’ mosque 
was multiethnic and the Indians in my study frequently made it a point to inform me that the 
various regions of India from which they had emigrated had very different cultures. 
 
 38. For data substantiating this residential segregation by income, see Sean F. Reardon and 
Kendra Bischoff, “Income Inequality and Income Segregation,” American Journal of Sociology 
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the parents in my study saw this as a problem, since not only neighborhoods b
their children’s other primary social settings—schools, extra-curricular activities, 
and religious organizations—were relatively socio-economically homogenous. 
One Indian father explained how he found it more difficult to help his daughters 
build relationships across socio-economic lines in America than in India, a place 
where people of different social classes rubbed shoulders more frequently due to 
the greater presence of poverty. He stated, 
ut 
                                                                                                                                                
I am a big proponent of public schooling. I wanted [my older daughter] to 
go to a public school so that she would get exposed to kids from different 
settings, from different socio-economic settings. . . . But the public school 
system . . . is not going well, let me put it that way. So we sort of sucked 
up to our selfish motives and send her to [a private school]. And . . . we 
love the school, but . . . every kid in the school comes from middle or 
upper-middle [class] background. So they never meet kids from another 
background unless you expose them. So we are doing that through other 
activities—through softball, and getting involved in the community. . . . And 
those things you have to seek out. It just doesn’t come to you. Where[as] 
in India, it just comes to you. And that’s the difference. 
 
While this father was ultimately able to foster cross-class relationships, his 
family’s situation provides a tangible example of how different moral goods can 
conflict with one another when instantiated in particular social contexts.39 
Maximizing the education of one’s own children and forming relationships that 
cross socio-economic lines do not mesh well in many parts of America. 
 
116, no. 4 (January 2011): 1092–1153, doi:10.1086/657114; Tara Watson, “Inequality and the 
Measurement of Residential Segregation by Income in American Neighborhoods,” Review of 
Income and Wealth 55, no. 3 (September 2009): 820–44, doi:10.1111/j.1475-4991.2009.00346.x. 
 
 39. Although this father was pleased that his daughter had developed relationships with 
children of different social classes through softball and other forms of community involvement, it 
is unclear whether such relationships were as deep as if his daughter had spent five days a week 
at school with them. 
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 As we have seen in this section, it was not a given that children (or their 
parents, for that matter) would form deep connections with others. In fact, many 
factors, such as busy schedules, expansive dwelling spaces, geographical 
mobility, suburban isolation, preferences for privacy, and technology (including 
media screens, automobiles, and remote garage door openers) made doing so 
difficult. Yet parents hoped for the sake of their children’s happiness that their 
children would find and maintain caring and supportive relationships, whether in 
the nuclear family, in the extended family, with their own future spouse and 
children, and with other individuals in their communities. After all, it was not good 
to be alone. 
Appreciation of Nature 
 Preparation for a happy adult life was for my participants largely about 
developing healthy and happy relationships, with family and an intimate circle 
beyond. For a smaller subset of parents, it was also about developing a healthy 
appreciation of the world of nature and the outdoors. As one mother wrote to her 
children, “I hope that you will see the beauty in life; the inner beauty of people, 
and the simple elegance of nature. Stop to watch the snow fall, listen to a rumble 
of thunder, and watch the sun go down sometimes.” Later in this chapter, we will 
see that finding beauty in nature was tied up with a certain groups’ understanding 
of spirituality, yet not exclusively so.  
These middle-class children could experience the goodness of the natural 
world in a multitude of ways. If they lived in relatively rural settings, they could 
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“get in touch with nature” by spending time in nearby woods or visiting nearby 
farms to mingle with the animals. If they lived in more urban environments, they 
could “get outside to get some fresh air” via walks through the neighborhood, 
bike rides, pogo stick competitions, swimming, trips to local parks and 
playgrounds, sledding, playing in the back yard (if they had one), and organized 
outdoor sports activities. For both rural and urban dwellers, travel also made it 
possible to enjoy skiing, camping, fishing, walking or flying a kite on the beach, or 
even sailing the open ocean. 
There were a few things that enabled this connection with nature and the 
outdoors. Having financial resources allowed families to travel to natural settings, 
to buy houses with back yards (or on tracts adjacent to conservation land), or to 
purchase second homes in the mountains or on the beach. Moreover, 
governmental spending had made municipal playgrounds and state and national 
parks possible. And one mother described how merely living in an area with a 
relatively dense population meant that frequent destination points (e.g. store, 
school, etc.) were nearby and that she and her children could get there on foot or 
bicycle instead of in automobiles.40 
Many more things, however, made experiencing the beauty of nature 
difficult. We have already seen how busy schedules made it difficult to “stop and 
smell the roses.” We have seen how fear of traffic and abduction led many (but 
                                                 
 40. This mother made this comment in comparison to her previous time spent in Texas, 
where the greater availability of land meant that cities and suburbs were more spread out than in 
her current living situation in New England. 
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not all) parents to limit their children’s unsupervised outdoor play. We have noted 
how technology (in the form of video games, televisions, computers, and other 
electronic devices) encouraged children to spend many hours of their day 
indoors.41 To add to this list, several parents noted that lengthy New England 
winters inhibited their outdoor activities, although parents still tried to bundle their 
children in snowsuits and go outside fairly often. Moreover, the “manicuring” of 
natural space made it difficult for children to experience the natural world.42 
Reacting against adults who would chastise children for touching neighborhood 
plants, one mother said, “If you want to pull leaves off the tree, who am I to tell 
you not to do that? You’re a little kid; you’re just exploring and feeling things.” 
Even cultural constructions of femininity could discourage young girls from 
connecting with the natural world. One couple in my study was especially aware 
of this. 
Father: I don’t let the kids paint their fingernails. And at ten and eleven, 
they want to. Well, their aunt wanted to take them for a manicure. And I’m 
sorry, Dad had to say no. And they [ask], . . . “Why? What’s wrong with 
that?” Well, there’s nothing wrong with a manicure or painting your nails. 
That’s not the point. The point is, . . . [their mother] and I can both be 
outdoors gardening people . . . And they will go out and plant and play in 
the garden and play in the mud and be comfortable with worms and 
                                                 
 41. Time use studies of American youth beginning in the early 1980s find a steep decline of 
time spent outdoors in subsequent decades. See Sandra L. Hofferth, “American Children’s 
Outdoor and Indoor Leisure Time,” in A Place for Play: A Companion Volume to the Michigan 
Television Film “Where Do the Children Play?,” ed. Elizabeth Goodenough (Carmel Valley, CA: 
National Institute for Play, 2008), 41–44; F. Thomas Juster, Hiromi Ono, and Frank P. Stafford, 
Changing Times of American Youth, 1981-2003 (Institute for Social Research University of 
Michigan, November 2004). 
 
 42. For a fuller discussion of the manicuring and disappearance of natural spaces, see 
Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder (Chapel 
Hill, N.C.: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2008). 
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snakes and stuff like that. There’s value in that; there is value in that 
balance—going out and cleaning up leaves in their grandmother’s yard, or 
planting a vegetable garden with Mom. When you have glossy long red 
nails at ten years old, you don’t go out and dig in the soil and plant Swiss 
chard. It’s not that we’re saying . . . red nails are bad but 
 
Mother: There is only so much time in the day. 
 
Father: [I say to them], “We would rather have you playing softball, and 
not worrying about your nails. And we would rather have you doing other 
good stuff. Go fishing with dad, and don’t worry about your nails.” 
 
For this father, if his daughters developed a familiarity and comfort with the 
natural world while young, they would come to see outdoor activities as “good 
stuff” that would enrich the rest of their lives. 
Appreciation of Culture 
Parents also thought their children’s happiness would increase if they 
came to appreciate the world of human culture (including “high culture”).43 
Parents saw inquisitiveness as a virtue, and hoped this trait would manifest itself 
early and often throughout their children’s lives. They wanted their children not 
only to grow physically, but also to grow cognitively as they “opened up their 
minds to the world” through various kinds of formal and informal education.  
 It was evident that parents were well-attuned to happenings in their local 
towns and neighborhoods—particularly to events occurring in their children’s 
                                                 
 43. Culture is distinguished here from nature as the product of human activity. A famous 
definition is that of anthropologist Edward B. Tylor, who described culture as “ that complex whole 
which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member of society.” Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into 
the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, and Custom, vol. 1 (London: John 
Murray, 1871), 1. 
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schools. They were also keenly interested in the wider world and its cultural 
diversity (although we will see later in this chapter that some parents were 
skittish about their children’s explorations of other religious traditions). A typical 
expression of this latter interest can be seen in the thoughts of one mother, who 
stated, 
I think you become a better human being, the more educated you are. 
Because the more that you know, the more you understand other things 
that are far away from your own little circle, right? Different cultures, 
different religions, different ways of doing things, different way of looking 
at things, and this all comes with an education. I think you become . . . a 
better human being, a world human being.  
 
In the last chapter, we mentioned how parents wanted their children to get 
a college degree that would better their prospects of landing a well-paying job. In 
fact, financial success was the most frequently mentioned reason for a formal 
education. However, a significant number of parents also saw education as good 
for fostering lives that were richer and fuller (and happier) for having a deeper 
understanding of the world. And while they did not always want their children to 
pursue a degree in the humanities, these parents did recognize that cultural 
literacy could come through formal higher education. As one mother stated, 
I also think there is something to be said for the liberal arts education 
piece. You can have financial security, but what else is there to you? In 
order to know what’s going on in the world, in order to be a member of the 
greater community, you need to have a common education and common 
background to be able to appreciate the museums, and appreciate books. 
And although you do not necessarily need to formalize your education in 
order to do these things, it’s a much more streamlined approach. 
 
As this mother admitted, there were other ways to develop an appreciation 
for the diverse elements of human culture. Parents could “expose” their children 
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to varied aspects of human culture by enrolling them in activities such as dance, 
music, sports, art, and drama. They could take them on visits to museums and 
cultural performances. They could read “diverse” bedtime stories to their children 
or encourage them to consume cultural products such as newspapers, 
magazines, books, and podcasts. They could travel and experience different 
places. And if they were unable to leave town, their children could still encounter 
the wider world through computer and television screens. When children’s 
freedom to explore was used wisely (instead of for pursuing vices), these 
electronic media could greatly expand their cultural horizons (even if viewing 
something remotely via television or the Internet was not as good as 
experiencing it in person).44 
Finally, children could be culturally educated through contact and 
relationships with people. In a previous section of this chapter we noted how 
some parents desired their children to develop bridging relationships with people 
of other cultures, both as children and as adults. In such relationships, benefits 
were found not only in relationships themselves, but also in the resultant increase 
in cultural understanding. As one mother declared, “What a huge blessing it 
would be if they had a community and a group of friends with them they could 
identify with, and have differences with. And I hope that they have a diverse 
                                                 
 44. According to Clark, Parent App, upper-income families possess an “ethic of expressive 
empowerment” that encourages their children to use digital media to educate and to develop 
themselves, as well as to abstain from media use that would detract from those purposes. 
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community and they don’t limit themselves to one particular kind of people. 
Because there is so much to learn from different people.” 
In contrast to some other places around the world, these American 
families may not have known all (or even many) of their neighbors; however, they 
often did know some. And even if the depth of that knowing may have been 
minimal in some cases, there was value to be found merely in living in a diverse 
community in which children saw people with different demographic 
characteristics. In their neighborhoods and towns these parents were grateful for 
a certain amount of ethnic and generational diversity, although socio-economic 
heterogeneity they declared to be lacking.45 
In a few cases, parents identified benefits of cultural diversity within the 
home itself. In at least one instance, parents had “imported” diversity from abroad 
in the form of a foreign exchange student, and were pleased that their children 
had gained the opportunity to learn to respect cultural differences through the 
experience. In other cases, parents had married spouses with different ethnic 
backgrounds, and expressed their belief that their children’s subsequent 
exposure and participation in different cultural customs had been beneficial to 
them. Whether from a liberal arts education, from various cultural activities, or 
                                                 
 45. It would be incorrect to say that there was absolutely no socio-economic diversity in these 
locales, given that I had clusters of parents in my study that lived in the same general vicinity yet 
earned different incomes. Also, there was a perception among some parents and children that 
they did not have as high a standard of living as others in their communities, although some of 
this could be attributable to the psychological tendency (on the children’s part, at least) to take 
those at the top of the status hierarchy as representative of the whole group. In this vein, one 
mother and her family noted to one another that they were not poor in general, but that they were 
“Stoneville poor.” 
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from encountering diverse people, parents believed that their children’s 
happiness would be enhanced by learning to appreciate the cultural world around 
them. 
Skills, Career, and Financial Well-Being 
Experiences of family togetherness may have been the most satisfying 
moments in parenting, but not far behind was seeing children’s personal growth 
and accomplishment as they pursued the skills that would define them as adults. 
Furthermore, the parents in this study hoped that the activities they introduced 
would not only build and hone children’s skill sets, but would also bring them 
joy.46 As one mother described this, “I think as a parent you want . . . to expose 
them to a lot of little things and hopefully they will pick up on and find some 
things that they really enjoy, whether that is music, or theater, or sports, or 
whatever it is.” When the joy was not there, parents often let them drop the 
activity. In other cases—when parents sensed their children had talent in a 
particular area, when they considered a particular skill very beneficial for their 
child’s future, or when they feared their children would not replace the activity 
with anything of value—they encouraged or forced them to persevere. After all, 
one father said, persistence was a good trait to develop anyway. “We had our 
son take guitar. He enjoyed it in the beginning, [but] it started to get boring for 
                                                 
 46. As Bonnie Miller-McLemore points out, some parents and coaches end up sabotaging 
their children’s enjoyment of these activities by focusing (and encouraging their children to focus) 
intensely on performance. See Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, In the Midst of Chaos: Caring for 
Children as Spiritual Practice, The Practices of Faith Series (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 
2007), 129–30. 
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him, so he wanted to quit. And we wouldn’t let him until he got to the point where 
he could just go off and . . . play.” 
A few parents mentioned that they hoped their children would continue to 
enjoy the skills developed in childhood in recreational contexts, since this would 
contribute to more fulfilling, well-rounded, and enriched adult lives. This included 
using their bodies to remain fit and active, knowing that physical health 
contributed to psychological well-being. It also included being life-long learners. 
In the words of one mother’s letter, “May you value and cultivate your . . . talents 
while continuing to explore and try new things.” 
While these parents may have been interested in how their children would 
enjoy their leisure time as adults, most parents were far more concerned with 
how their children would use their skills in their future occupations. Whether it 
was team-building learned through organized sports or the ability to manipulate 
math equations learned in school or in extracurricular classes, parents hoped 
that their children would build those skills into careers that fit their interests and 
abilities, provided financially for them and their families, and made a positive 
contribution to society. 
When parents spoke of the jobs they desired for their children thirty years 
into the future, many elected not to specify any particular line of work, instead 
stating first and foremost that they would accept anything as long as it made their 
children happy. To be linguistically precise, parents hoped for “interesting,” 
“fulfilling,” and “meaningful” jobs that their children would “enjoy,” “be good at,” 
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“excel at,” and “be passionate about.” In parents’ estimation, “doing what they 
wanted” and “what they loved” would make their children “happy,” “content,” and 
“satisfied.” 
Parents wanted their children to be confident as they developed skills and 
took them into the future. They wanted them to be comfortable making decisions, 
to have goals, to stand up for themselves, to be unafraid to take risks and try new 
things, and to believe that they could accomplish anything they set their mind to. 
In some cases, the gender of children figured into their thinking, as some parents 
mentioned how they were particularly concerned that their girls have plenty of 
“confidence as a woman” in their abilities. In fact, when parents (especially 
mothers) thought about what they desired for their daughters professionally, they 
wanted them to be willing to work hard and “aim for the stars,” but also to be able 
to stay at home with children if they so desired (or to combine parenting with 
employment by working part-time or from home).47  
                                                 
 47. Parents who discussed the subject saw such hybrid labor arrangements as possible in 
America, although there were no guarantees that they would be easy to set up or manage. One 
couple, however, looked to Canada and Europe as more accomodating places for mothers than 
the United States, since governmental policies in those places allowed new mothers more time 
with their newborn children before requiring them to return to the workplace. 
 Also, there were two notable exceptions to the general willingness to let daughters choose 
their own work and childcare balance—namely, two mothers from Pakistan and India who wanted 
their daughters to pursue professional employment instead of focusing exclusively on 
motherhood. The former did so because education for girls in Pakistan was not prioritized as 
much for girls as it was for boys, and she wanted her daughter to follow her own lead by availing 
herself of educational opportunities and working outside the home. The latter wanted her 
daughters to break from Indian ideals of women as subservient beings who always “put 
themselves in the back. They always think about others, that is their role. Since the girl is born, 
that is what they are taught, that you only live for others, you don’t live for yourself, which I 
wouldn’t want for my girls. I would want them to [do] both.” 
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When parents spoke of wanting their children to choose their future 
occupations, they set the choice of career within a more general framework of 
wanting their children to chart their own path to happiness. As one mother 
expressed, the sources of happiness could vary for each individual, and it was up 
to her children to decide what brought them happiness. 
I think they will have to define what happiness is for them. I would love 
that for them, I would love that for them—as long as they have a true 
sense of what happiness is, and they are not defining what happiness 
means based on someone else’s standard. I want them to define “happy” 
for them, and it would be an amazing thing if they could achieve that for 
themselves. 
 
In line with sensibilities such as these, the role of parents was to provide the 
means that children would use to reach their self-determined goals. As another 
mother wrote to her son, “Being the best parent I can be means . . . providing 
ample resources so that you are enabled, not limited, in your choices of what 
you’d like to be and what you’d like to do.” Their role as parents was not to 
determine the ends of their children’s paths. As a father put it, “I don’t have a 
right to have expectations on them, because it’s their future.”  
This discussion of a self-directed life highlights what philosopher Joel 
Feinberg has called “the child’s right to an open future.” In this line of thinking, it 
is ethically normative to place as few constraints as possible—parental or 
otherwise—upon a child so as not to violate his or her “anticipatory autonomy 
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rights.”48 In addition to the broadly held ideals expressed in the preceding 
paragraph, this impulse was seen most clearly in one parent’s reaction to the 
letter-writing component of the study. Although this mother was eager to do the 
interview portion of the study, she stated beforehand that she preferred not to 
write a letter expressing her hopes, dreams, and desires for her children 
“because I don’t believe in imposing my dreams on anybody. I truly believe that 
one has to find one’s own dreams to make life desirable and meaningful.” 
Whereas other parents may have declined to write a letter because they were too 
busy, were too insecure in their writing abilities, or viewed their feelings as too 
personal to share, this mother’s refusal arose out of moral conviction. 
 It is interesting to consider the extent to which parents’ desires for 
autonomy in the sphere of paid labor was a luxury made possible by vast 
economic growth in the latter half of the twentieth century. With this in mind, one 
mother wondered whether this desire was “a relatively new aspiration for our 
kids.” For some working-class parents or for those living in less affluent eras, the 
best one might hope for would be any job, not a fulfilling, satisfying, or 
meaningful one.49 In her recollection, her grandparents’ aspiration was merely to 
live to adulthood and to support themselves (and hopefully their family, too). 
                                                 
 48. Joel Feinberg, “The Child’s Right to an Open Future,” in Whose Child?: Children’s Rights, 
Parental Authority, and State Power, ed. William Aiken and Hugh LaFollette (Totowa, NJ: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1980), 124–53. 
 
 49. This discussion illustrates that when parents mention a particular desire for their children, 
it indicates that the achieving of that value is not automatic. Otherwise, they would not need to 
mention or to hope for it. On the other hand, neither is its achievement out of the realm of 
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Nearly all parents initially used language of individual autonomy and 
choice in their descriptions of their children’s future careers, but a closer look 
reveals that things were not as straightforward as they originally appeared. 
Parents wanted their children to choose a career, but many of them wanted them 
to do so only within a certain set of parameters. 
Parents wanted their children to be autonomous, but not fully so. One 
mother joked, “[My children] can do anything. They can become anything they 
want, . . . with my permission, of course.” In essence, most parents only wanted 
their children to choose something that would also provide financially for 
themselves and their families and make a positive contribution to society. So 
what was originally clear becomes much murkier. What if their child ended up 
with a satisfying job that did not pay the bills? Or a personally fulfilling job that 
was harmful to others? Would parents still aspire for them to choose their own 
path?50 
When parents spoke of the financial component of paid work, they said 
they wanted their children to have “good jobs,” “stable jobs,” “reasonable jobs,” 
and “successful careers” that “earned good money,” made them “financially 
viable and well-off” and would allow them to have a “decent” and “comfortable 
                                                                                                                                                 
possibility, for if society did not allow for it, parents would not hope for it or even conceive of it in 
the first place. 
 
 50. These were not the only questions that could be asked, since I could have used other 
combinations pitting ideals against one another (e.g. a well-paying job that their children did not 
like, a well-paying job that was bad for others, a job that was good for others but did not pay, and 
a job that was good for others but was unsatisfying). However, since the majority of parents led 
off by expressing a desire for their children’s self-direction and self-fulfillment, it made more sense 
to ask variations of the questions stated in this paragraph. 
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life” and “live with dignity.”51 Even as they expressed a desire that their children 
choose their future occupations, they frequently revealed their own expectations 
by mentioning certain professions (and omitting others). For example, one father 
stated to me that “If [my children] are into math, engineering, science, 
accounting, finance, anything is fine. If they get into medicine, I will be happy.” 
Another stated that his children could be “doctors, engineers, whatever they want 
to be.” Most often, parents stated that they wanted their children to choose their 
own career paths, but to do so only after that had earned an undergraduate or 
graduate degree that prepared them for those careers. Although a small number 
of parents told their children that they would be fine with them being a gas station 
attendant, supermarket cashier, hamburger flipper, retail salesperson, or pre-
school teacher, most described occupations such as these as undesirable due to 
their relatively low pay.52  
Father: My son told me the other day that he wants to be a bus driver. 
Well, obviously I want to ask him why. And he is still too young for me to 
even discuss why being a bus driver is not going to be as fruitful for you as 
you know something else . . . 
 
Interviewer: So what would the “something else” be? . . . 
 
                                                 
 51. Parents were right to equate a college degree with greater financial earnings, as recent 
data have shown that a graduate from a four-year university earns, on average, ninety-eight 
percent more per hour than a person without a degree, a figure that has grown thirty-four percent 
since the early 1980s. David Leonhardt, “Is College Worth It? Clearly, New Data Say,” The New 
York Times, May 27, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/27/upshot/is-college-worth-it-clearly-
new-data-say.html.  
 
 52. An exception to this was a mother whose daughter had a number of special needs. This 
mother stated that if her daughter worked at a local grocery chain, she would have to accept it 
since it would provide her daughter with some money to live independently if she were to die. 
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Father: Obviously I would like them to pursue the sciences. Or if they 
should choose to do liberal arts or something else, I would say, “Okay, you 
know what? The legal system is pretty good, you could be a lawyer. You 
could be a professor. You could go into political science. So there are a lot 
more avenues and options here than there were [for me growing up in 
India]. You could get into journalism.” . . . So, you know, there are a lot 
more options. As long as [my children] are aware of what the outcome is 
going to look like. If they say, “I want to do journalism,” [I will respond,] 
“Well, do you know how much you’re going to get paid when you get out of 
school? Do you know what it takes to be a New York Times journalist, 
versus a Lewisdale Times journalist?” So I am going to encourage them to 
do whatever they want, but at the same time, challenge each point. 
 
In this quote, we get the hint that more may be involved than just financial 
considerations. In fact, although few parents mentioned it overtly, we find hints in 
the interviews that college attendance and choice of profession were also 
important because of the social status that they bestowed. Parents 
acknowledged that plumbers and electricians could earn a steady paycheck 
without having attended a four-year college. The fact that they did not promote 
these options to their children as readily as they did other careers, however, 
indicated that the possession of a college degree was desired for reasons 
beyond mere income. Children in these middle-class families understood from 
very early on in their lives that they were expected to attend college one day. 
Many parents had begun to put money away for their college expenses and 
regularly spoke to them about how they would be attending college when they 
were older. Therefore, for a child to decide not to follow that path would be to 
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reject part of what it meant to be middle-class, and to lose much of the status that 
went with it.53 
During the interviews, when parents offered general statements about 
wanting to let their children decide their occupational futures according to 
whatever made them happy, I often probed further by asking them to imagine 
what they would say if their children chose a profession that made them relatively 
little money or did not require a college degree. Most reconsidered and qualified 
their initial statements. Although they may have valued their children’s interests 
and aptitudes in areas such as music, the visual arts, sports, and “working with 
their hands,” they knew friends and relatives who had struggled to make ends 
meet in these fields. Thus, they encouraged their children to pursue these 
interests on the side as hobbies after they had gone to college and established 
themselves in careers that provided more stable incomes. As one father stated, 
“You can always buy a lot of art supplies when you have a job.”  
Parents added this financial qualification for a number of reasons. For 
one, some parents did not like the idea that their children would be less well-off 
than they were, because it would mean that their children had somehow 
squandered the mental and material resources that they had provided them.54 As 
one father stated,  
                                                 
 53. According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, middle-class status markers include 
aspirations to home ownership, a car for each adult, college education for their children, health 
and retirement security, and occasional family vacations. Blank, Middle Class in America, 4–5. 
 
 54. The fear of children getting pregnant before attending or finishing college stemmed from 
underlying fears that taking on parental responsibilities would limit their children’s potential to 
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I think that [my children] have the opportunity to do a lot of things that a lot 
of people don’t have the opportunity to do. And I just hope that they take 
advantage of that. . . . You know, [my wife] and I have worked pretty hard, 
and gotten pretty lucky in a lot of aspects, and it just seems like it would 
be all for naught if the kids are happy driving an ice cream truck. . . . 
Maybe they could have a fleet of ice cream trucks, who knows? 
 
These musings about financial independence and status reflect the 
complex array of values parents attempt to balance. Many parents would have 
considered themselves negligent if their children continued to depend on them 
(or on the government) into their adult years. But even that was shaped by 
questions about happiness, the value of particular kinds of work, and a sense of 
social responsibility that goes beyond the self. The mother of an eleven-year-old 
son started from an emphasis on financial responsibility, but quickly folded in 
other concerns. 
Mother: I tell [my son], “You’re going to be a beach bum and flip burgers 
somewhere.” And he tells me, “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
Interviewer: You said it before, that you wanted him to be happy, right? 
But what if he said, “But Mom, it makes me happy . . .”? 
 
Mother: Well, if it makes him happy, then go ahead and do it, but don’t 
come back to me and say, “Now I need money for this and I need . . .” I 
just tell him that this is the lifestyle that you have grown up in. . . . If you 
are willing to sacrifice, if you want to go below that lifestyle, you’re 
welcome to choose something [like music]. . . . And if you become 
successful, and you can provide for yourself, and (if you choose to have a 
family) for your family, I have no problems with that. But the day you come 
back saying, . . . “My car is broken down and I don’t have enough money 
to buy a car,” and you want to live the lifestyle that you grew up in, it’s not 
going to happen. Because we are not here to provide for your later life. I 
                                                                                                                                                 
attain the education necessary to secure self-supporting and desirable jobs. As one couple told 
me, they had discussed what they would do if their daughter ever became pregnant in high 
school, and determined that they would raise the child themselves if it meant that she could 
continue along the educational path. 
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said [to his older sisters], “I’ll put you through college; as a single mom, I 
will pay for your undergrad. But once you finish college, you’re on your 
own.” Of course, if they run into really bad problems, and they’re not just 
whiling away their life, I will be there for them, but otherwise you’re on your 
own. You have to learn to support yourself and do it. I said, “We all do it in 
life as adults. As an adult it is your responsibility.”55 
 
Another reason parents wanted their children to achieve financial self-
sufficiency was because they believed that it offered a type of happiness in its 
own right. Not only did it provide access to pleasurable activities such as travel 
and gadgets like iPods and cell phones, but it provided a buffer against the 
anxiety of not knowing whether there would be enough funds to cover 
emergencies or daily necessities. When I asked what such a standard would look 
like in actual numbers, the response of the following mother was typical: 
Mother: Because if you can’t really make a lot of money, if you’re not 
successful, (pause) not a lot of money, but if you can’t just make a decent 
. . . 
 
Kevin: What would the cut-off be? 
 
Mother: Yeah, I know, that’s a good question. Um, you know, it’s hard to 
say in terms of dollars. I think if someone were making (pause) I don’t 
know. If they were able to afford an apartment and a car and just live on 
their own, making maybe sixty thousand at least, as a minimum, I think 
that would be fine. But if you’re making less than that, you probably 
couldn’t make ends meet. I don’t know, we’d have to see what would 
happen in that situation. 
 
A good paycheck meant security and status and happiness, and for some 
parents it also meant having enough to give to those in need. If their children 
                                                 
 55. This parent expressed this in an American context in which fifty-nine percent of parents 
provide some level of financial support for their adult children. Jenna Goudreau and Forbes, 
“Nearly 60% of Parents Provide Financial Support to Adult Children,” ABC News, May 21, 2011, 
http://abcnews.go.com/Business/60-parents-provide-financial-support-adult-
children/story?id=13648780. 
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were not anxious about their own financial needs, they would have a secure 
platform from which to share some of their income with others. 
In fact, these parents hoped that the work their children would one day 
undertake would itself be beneficial to others. This final element in how parents 
thought about their children’s future labor could, however, come into conflict with 
the ideal of children’s self-determination. When I continued to push parents on 
whether there were limits to their desire for their children’s autonomy, they 
admitted that they would have problems if their children chose an occupation that 
brought harm to themselves, to their families, or to the larger society. It was 
possible, they said, that a job could be “stressful” and “overbearing,” leaving little 
time for leisure or family. Their children could also become drug dealers or other 
“immoral” or “illegal” professions that impacted society negatively. Indeed, one 
mother wondered whether the whole notion of self-fulfillment through work was a 
bit selfish. “Maybe,” she mused, “it’s not just about you.”56 
I will explore the social contribution of children’s future occupations more 
fully in the next chapter. At this point it is enough to say that, on the subject of 
their children’s future occupations, parents were not as desirous of their 
children’s full autonomy as they originally seemed. Rather, we see a parental 
desire for happiness arising from three different sources—from doing what one 
chooses and loves [i.e. self-determination], from achieving a comfortable, 
                                                 
 56. Kalleberg, Good Jobs, Bad Jobs, 5–12, enumerates different dimensions of job quality, 
and notes how the relative affluence of certain decades (particularly during the 1960s and 1970s) 
allowed for the prioritization of “meaningful and interesting work that enabled persons to ‘self-
actualize’ or to ‘be all that they could be.’”  
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anxiety-free lifestyle [i.e. self-sufficiency], and from serving others [i.e. self-
giving]. Ideally, parents wanted a full measure of all three for their children—
although depending on the career path their children desired, it may not have 
been possible for them to “have it all.” 
The Religious Factor 
Religion and Relationships 
Traces of religion’s influence can be found among all the things parents 
saw as requisites for their children’s lifelong happiness, although only in the 
realm of relationships was it highly consequential. Religion bonded families and 
social networks—both at home and within organized religious settings—by 
providing a common basis of experience, vocabulary, values, and orientation 
towards (and connection with) ultimate reality.  
In the domestic sphere,57 one primary way that families experienced this 
connection was through discussion of religious matters. Sometimes these 
conversations were regular parts of designated family evenings, family dinners, 
or bedtime routines. More often they were quite sporadic and informal, and took 
place wherever and whenever there was space and time for them. In some 
cases, these discussions could be initiated by parents and motivated by a desire 
to further the religious socialization of their children. In other cases, children 
                                                 
 57. By domestic sphere, I mean more than just the physical confines of the home, but also 
automobiles and other places where interaction of parents and children in their roles as family 
members was paramount. 
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began the conversations by raising questions about religious matters both 
mundane and cosmic—which many religiously committed parents also welcomed 
as a chance to “connect spiritually” with their children. 
 Moreover, parents could also take children to church, mosque, temple, 
and Sunday school to help instill in them this religious identity that would knit 
them together with their families as they grew into adulthood. However, middle-
class society in New England did not necessarily encourage religious service 
attendance. On the one hand, Sunday mornings were still one of the most 
amenable times for large groups of people to gather, as evidenced by the fact 
that both the Muslims and Hindus joined Christians in utilizing it for religious 
education activities. However, the fact that these families’ neighbors did not 
share the practice en masse meant that it was more likely that hockey practices, 
birthday parties, and other competing activities would be scheduled during that 
same time window. Furthermore, many of their neighbors desired to use Sunday 
mornings to sleep in, to relax with a cup of coffee and a newspaper, or to find 
some other recreational release from the busyness of the work week. Therefore, 
when parents regularly loaded their children into their vehicles and made the trek 
to church or temple or mosque together, they sent a clear message to their 
children that religion was a priority, not only for them as individuals, but also for 
their family as a whole. 
Ironically, however, once family members arrived at their religious 
community gatherings, the activities there were not generally designed for them 
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to interact with one other. It was possible for parents and children to sit, sing, eat, 
pray, or do yoga together, but many things actually encouraged the separation of 
parents and children during these times. For one, the reverent and serene tone 
of some worship services (particularly those of the Liberal Protestants) 
discouraged the presence of crying or fidgety children. Some parents of very 
young children reported having received fellow churchgoers’ disapproving 
glances and suggestions to pull them out of the church service and put them in 
the nursery instead.58 As children in Christian churches grew older, they were 
sorted into different Sunday school rooms by age.59 In a few cases, parents who 
wanted to remain closely involved in their children’s religious lives during this 
time volunteered to help teach their Sunday school classes. Most parents, 
however, did not do this, preferring to let someone else do the religious 
instruction. 
At the Evangelical Protestant church, the pool of children was large 
enough that they could be divided into narrow age ranges (typically with no more 
than two successive grades per class), which gave children a chance to develop 
                                                 
 58. To be fair to the fellow parishioners at my informants’ current churches, some of the 
disapproving glances were received at churches that they had formerly attended. And it was also 
the case that children could truly be disruptive at times, as one Catholic family told me how they 
hesitated to attend even less formal activities because of the unruliness of their youngest child, 
which they called “the Dylan factor.” 
 
 59. The roots of this age differentiation can be found in religious educators’ appropriation of 
progressive education’s insistence that children pass through distinct stages of psychological 
development. For a description of the early years of this development, see Kevin M. Taylor, “The 
Religious Education Association and the Progressive Educational Thought of John Dewey, 1906-
1913” (unpublished manuscript, June 6, 2014), Microsoft Word file. 
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relationships with peers their own age and with a volunteer teacher or two.60 
When they reached the middle school years, children at this church transitioned 
into a youth group staffed largely by college-aged and post-college mentors who 
not only led student discussion groups on Sunday mornings, but also spent time 
with youth during various weekday activities and summer trips. These mentors 
were immensely popular with many parents, who sometimes invited them on 
family outings in gratitude for the influence that they had on their children’s 
spiritual lives. It was these mentors, and not the parents, that bore the 
responsibility for religious education in the congregational setting. 
Programming for children was not only separate from that of parents at the 
Evangelical Protestant church, however. In the Liberal Protestant church, there 
were Sunday school classes for children (with fewer numbers than in the 
Evangelical church, yet still approximately two grades per class), as well as a 
youth group led by a very well liked assistant rector.61 During the early Sunday 
mass at the Catholic parish, there was a time called “Children’s Liturgy of the 
Word” in which pre-school and early elementary children were released for age-
appropriate instruction (using the same readings that the adults were using) 
before rejoining their parents for the rest of the service. There was no youth 
                                                 
 60. According to the children’s pastor at the church, recruiting volunteers for the Sunday 
school classes was the most difficult part of his job, although he stated that in the end (and often 
at the last minute), everything came together. 
 
 61. In the Liberal Protestant parish, youth group met following a relatively informal Saturday 
evening service. Some youth attended this service on their own, or with their parents, prior to 
joining their peers afterwards. 
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group held on Sundays, but the parish did put on “mini-retreats” at other times so 
their youth could connect with one another (although I was told by parents that 
these events were not always heavily attended). At the mosque, education 
classes were broken out by gender and by grade. Parents occasionally 
volunteered to teach, but most spent their time conversing with other parents in 
the main hall. Morning classes were followed by a time of corporate prayer in the 
prayer hall (for the dhuhr [noon] prayer, the second of the five Muslim daily 
prayers). During this time, children prayed with their peers and with adults, with 
the youngest children roaming around (and occasionally climbing on select 
adults, who mostly ignored them). For Hindus, the Bal Vihar sessions were 
attended almost exclusively by children of elementary or early middle-school age, 
although some older youth did occasionally serve as helpers for various 
activities. Some parents also assisted, while others hung out in the back of the 
rooms or left the premises and returned when the sessions were over. As for 
temple attendance, several parents reported going with their children. While 
there, the children sometimes participated in rituals with their parents and 
sometimes merely sat nearby and watched. 
Most parents saw age-differentiated programming as beneficial. It 
encouraged their children to develop positive relationships with peers whose 
families also valued religious faith and therefore would be more likely to 
encourage them to make good, moral lifestyle choices (although we have seen 
already that this did not always happen in reality). It also allowed their children to 
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receive religious instruction designed for their own level of psychological 
development from adults whose opinions they might respect more than those of 
their own parents. 
However, at least a few parents rued the way that age-segregated 
activities “scattered” their families on Sunday mornings. In recent years a 
Protestant “Family-Integrated Church” movement has challenged the regnant 
paradigm and encouraged churches to find creative ways to integrate children 
into worship services and other activities largely geared for adults.62 While none 
of the parents in my sample mentioned this movement by name, at least one 
mother-daughter pair at the Evangelical Protestant church had taken the step of 
joining an intergenerational adult Sunday school class that allowed the two of 
them to spend time with one another and with women of many different ages.  
Earlier in this chapter, we saw that parents wished that their children had 
more meaningful intergenerational relationships, both with extended family 
members and with other non-family adults. From my interviews with them it was 
also clear that, even with age segregation, religious congregations did help to 
facilitate these relationships. Although very few extended family members 
actually attended the same local religious gatherings with them, parents saw that 
the religious identities fostered there often gave their children something in 
                                                 
 62. For the justification for the Family-Integrated Church movement, see Scott Brown, A 
Weed in the Church (Wake Forest, NC: Merchant Adventures, 2010). For a Christian theological 
approach that is less interested in having families together in church and more interested in 
including children in the mission of the entire church, see Joyce Ann Mercer, Welcoming 
Children: A Practical Theology of Childhood (Saint Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2005). 
 
 
 190
common with extended family members when they did connect.63 In fact, 
sometimes the encouragement for this identity formation came from the extended 
families themselves, such as a Catholic grandfather who frequently nagged his 
daughter to take his grandson to church and a Hindu great-grandmother in India 
whose grandson did not consider himself very religious but took his daughter to 
the Bal Vihar anyway because he saw the joy that his grandmother experienced 
when she heard her great-granddaughter reciting shlokas (sacred couplets sung 
in Sanskrit) to her over the telephone. Moreover, for the Christians in my sample 
(and a few in the other sacred traditions), the congregation was the primary place 
where non-parental adult-child relationships were possible.64 Apart from the 
occasional coach or teacher,65 the rest of the American middle-class world was 
                                                 
 63. See Vern L. Bengtson, Families and Faith: How Religion Is Passed Down Across 
Generations (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 99–112, for the different ways that 
grandparents influence identity transmission to subsequent generations. Although the parents in 
my study did not speak much about the religious influence of grandparents on their children, 
some did note the important spiritual role that their own grandparents had played in their own 
lives. 
 
 
 64. For parents from non-Christian religious traditions, the purpose of attending religious 
Sunday schools was less about meeting non-parental adults, and more about exposing them to 
other children who were like them (although this was a purpose for Christians, too). For Hindus, it 
was a matter of seeing other children that adopted Indian cultural practices and made education a 
high priority. For Muslims, it was about meeting enough other children that a Muslim identity could 
feel normal instead of stigmatized. 
 
 65. One might expect that at least some of the Catholics in this study would have sent their 
children to Catholic schools where they would build meaningful relationships with adults from 
whom they would receive religious instruction and moral socialization. However, there were no 
Catholic schools in the town of the parish from which I drew the sample of Catholic parents 
(although there were some in a town about fifteen minutes away), and almost all of the parents 
sent their children to public schools. Among the Evangelical parents, there was one family that 
sent their children to a private Christian school for the stated reason that the relationships and 
socialization that happened there served to reinforce parental values. Also, three other 
Evangelical parents spoke of how they would have liked to send their children to Christian 
schools, but that the cost was prohibitive. One Evangelical family chose to homeschool their 
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not a place where non-parental adults built deep relationships with children or 
participated in their moral and religious socialization. But with youth group and 
Sunday school mentors, in occasional intergenerational Sunday school classes, 
or informally with other community members, the congregation provided adults 
that could contribute to their children’s religious upbringing and to the subjective 
well-being that came from knowing that other people cared about them. 
So were religious communities more caring, in general, than non-religious 
ones? Many religious parents thought so. And even two congregationally 
unaffiliated mothers (who were not currently taking their children to church but 
were weighing the possibilities of doing so) agreed with this as well. According to 
one, the church was largely free from the economic competitiveness that existed 
among her friends in the professional music community. The other was grateful 
for a non-religious moms’ groups of which she was a part, but saw the church as 
a place of greater relational closeness because self-concern was transcended by 
a shared focus on that which was sacred. 
The thing about church is that you would assume that most members 
would have that one thing in common. You pick this religion and you are 
there because you feel the same way about God. That is one thing that 
binds them together. And whether or not you could find the other parts, 
like the community or the friendships or all that other stuff, I’m sure you 
could find that other places. But I don’t think it would be quite the same. . . 
. 
 It’s not just about you. You know, you are kind of there not for you. 
You are there for a higher belief, a higher power sort of thing. So it kind of 
takes you out of the equation. I would think [that] if you are going to 
something else just to be part of the community, you are there so you 
                                                                                                                                                 
daughter, but ended up spending significant time at their church where she was able to build 
relationships with non-parental adults of many different generations.  
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meet other people, or you have something to do. I think with a church, the 
friendships and all the other stuff that comes out of it are kind of like an 
added benefit, but second[ary] to the first part [which is focus on God].66 
 
In the estimation of this mother, relationships in churches were deeper because 
they were the mutually shared byproducts of ultimate ends instead of the means 
to reach the end of personal self-fulfillment. 
We will discuss later in this study whether a functionally equivalent set of 
shared “sacred” values exists among secularist congregations that might help to 
foster high levels of internal relational solidarity.67 At this point, though, it is 
sufficient to note that the vast majority of relationship-building emphasis that did 
exist within in these congregations was geared towards adults, and not towards 
their children. Since the groups often met in pubs, the environment was better 
suited for adult-to-adult interaction.68 But even when children were present, the 
adults provided no activities to encourage them to interact. During an observation 
                                                 
 66. This quote illustrates one of the limitations in rational choice perspectives on religious 
participation. Initially, this woman’s thoughts appear to align with the paradigm, since life in a 
society with multiple religious options requires one to “pick” a religion, and to do so for a reason 
(or reasons). However, unlike the rational choice formula, religion for her was not a matter of 
receiving benefits in exchange for participation. While there were parents in the study who did 
participate in religious communities to garner benefits (and thus did fit the rational choice model), 
this woman conceived of religious participation as a matter of giving attention (or possibly even 
worship) to God, apart from the benefits themselves. 
 
 67. This Durkheimean notion of communal coherence around moral foci will be alluded to in a 
later chapter on identity. There we will see that there was indeed positive orientation toward 
shared moral goods, but that does not negate the fact that much of the Atheist identity is 
oppositional in nature. 
 
 68. A leader of one of the Atheist meetup groups told me that his group was widely and thinly 
dispersed geographically, and that they tried to position their meetings in areas where their 
members were concentrated. Ideally, he said, they would have liked to have their own building (in 
an abandoned Catholic church, he joked), because such a dedicated space would allow for a 
variety of intergenerational activities for the young and for the old. However, the group was not 
yet large enough and had not yet begun to raise the significant amount of funds that it would take 
to purchase a property.  
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I did of a meetup group that gathered at a local bar and grill, two sets of children 
attended with their parents. While the adults mingled about the room, the children 
remained seated at their respective tables, doing homework or other self-directed 
activities. There was little to no interaction with one another, and little interaction 
with adults apart from their own parents. As a matter of fact, one mother whom I 
interviewed (who was not in attendance that particular evening) actually preferred 
that her children keep their distance from the adults in this group, given that the 
many of them had no children of their own and were therefore insensitive to the 
nuances of child-rearing.  
They say the F-bomb in front of them, or say [to my son] “Gee, your, your 
sister has a cell phone, and you don’t. How do you feel about that?” [I 
think to myself] “Come on, I’m just trying to eat my dinner. Why are you 
doing this to me?” . . . These [are] adults, [and I’m thinking], “Please stop. 
Stop talking. Please, don’t talk to [my kids].” (chuckle) Yeah, they’re 
complete idiots. 
 
Although interviewees did note the existence of secular groups in America such 
as the Center for Inquiry that devoted more attention to children, for many of the 
Atheist meetup groups in New England, the young seemed to be mostly an 
afterthought.69 
As for the congregationally unaffiliated, their non-attendance at religious 
(or Atheist) gatherings indicates that what occurred in those communities was of 
                                                 
 69. According to the leader of one of these groups, there was likely to be greater emphasis 
on children in the near future as a sizable number of young adults in the group were getting 
married and would begin to have children. As things currently stood, however, parents of 
established families would often sign up for the group, become involved enough to connect with 
other parents, and then disengage from it. This partly explains why there are fewer Atheist 
parents in my sample than any other group. 
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lesser value than other things in their lives. While they varied in the level of merit 
they verbally attributed to religious community, there were at least some that 
decided not to take their children because to do so would actually subtract from 
the precious time they could spend together as a nuclear family. In the words of 
one mother, 
We have had to do things differently in our family because [my husband] 
works very long hours. He just does. And so we have had to adjust our 
family life because of that. . . . You know, we don’t go to Sunday school 
like a lot of people we know do, because we like to think of that as our 
family time. It takes away from our family time. And that is very valuable at 
this point. 
 
Here we see a non-attending family conceiving of church attendance and 
family togetherness as a zero-sum equation. As historian Peggy Bendroth and 
biblical scholar A. James Murphy have noted, such a relationship can also be 
derived from the sayings of Christ in the New Testament and from the attitude of 
the Christian Church towards biological family at various points in its history.70 
When Christ calls his disciples to leave family and to follow him, he demands 
ultimate allegiance above all other social ties and casts the “family of God” as the 
truest form of community.71 
                                                 
 70. Margaret Bendroth, Growing up Protestant: Parents, Cildren, and Mainline Churches 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2002), 3–4; Murphy, Kids and Kingdom: The 
Precarious Presence of Children in the Synoptic Gospels. 
 
 71. Key passages that illustrate this include Matthew 10:32-39, Mark 10:28-31, and Luke 
8:19-21. Whether the call to leave family was meant to be normative for all Christians is 
debatable, however. As biblical scholar Gerd Thiessen argues, there are different ethical 
standards for the original disciples of Jesus, whom he calls “wandering Charismatics,” and 
sympathizers with the Jesus movement in local communities who lived more settled lives. Gerd 
Theissen, Sociology of Early Palestinian Christianity, 1st American ed (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1978). 
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Among parents in my sample, however, no one felt the need to pit 
allegiance to the nuclear family against the demands of their faith. Rather, they 
expected that bonds within the family could only be deepened and enriched by 
the connection to the sacred they expected to find in their congregations.72 If one 
were in touch with God, one’s character would improve, which would in turn lead 
to richer and happier relationships with other human beings.73 In terms of her 
future connection with her children, one Evangelical Protestant mother saw their 
relationship with God and with herself as interrelated. “I want them to love and 
serve Jesus. . . . Even if they were [living] far from me, and didn’t talk to me for 
whatever reason, (reflective pause) . . . [actually,] I don’t think that you could love 
Jesus and not talk to your parents.” 
Could such relationships be damaged, however, by religiously inflected 
forms of discipline? As we saw earlier in this chapter, parents utilized a variety of 
positive and negative forms of discipline in an attempt to shape their children’s 
behavior and character. While parents from most traditions reported using 
multiple techniques, the tendencies of two groups stood out. First, Atheist 
parents were most likely to attempt to reason with their children after their 
children had misbehaved. They were also most likely to disagree with the 
practice of spanking. As this study will explore further in a later chapter, both of 
                                                 
 72. Although we will see this more fully in Chapter Six when we discuss Atheist identity in 
more detail, Atheist parents sometimes viewed the “sacred” process of inquiry and questioning as 
something that drew members of their family together. 
 
 73. It should be noted again here that the relationships are a by-product, and not the main 
goal of attendance for these people. 
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these fit their community’s moral ideals of reason and autonomy (which in this 
context meant opposition to coercion). 
Evangelical Protestants, on the other hand, were most likely to spank.74 
Not all of them did, and when they did it was often as a complement to other 
strategies or as a last resort. They were also quick to argue that spanking was 
“discipline” and not “punishment,” and that the dispassionate, ritualized 
procedures and shared meaning between parents and children ensured that 
spanking was not “beating.” This view finds some confirmation in empirical 
studies by sociologists who argue that conservative Protestant theological and 
cultural emphases on authority and obedience, the Bible as an inerrant guide to 
all of life (including family life), human sinfulness, and the responsibility of 
parents as family leaders to “shape the will” of their offspring lead both parents 
and children to see spanking as a way to correct deficiencies in character and to 
train the self to submit to the ultimate authority—God—from whom eternal 
salvation comes.75 Thus, Christopher Ellison, Marc Musick, and George Holden 
state,  
                                                 
 74. Although spanking is in disrepute in some circles, and has declined in popularity over the 
last three decades at least, most Americans consider it an appropriate and effective discipline 
technique. The 2012 General Social Survey finds that over seventy percent of Americans agree 
or strongly agree that “it is sometimes necessary to discipline a child with a good, hard, 
spanking.” This number is somewhat lower among college graduates, but even then seventy 
percent of men and sixty-three percent of women agree with its necessity. Attitudes Toward 
Spanking (Child Trends Data Bank, April 2013), http://www.childtrends.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/10/51_Attitudes_Toward_Spanking.pdf. 
 
 75. See Christopher G. Ellison, Marc A. Musick, and George W. Holden, “Does Conservative 
Protestantism Moderate the Association Between Corporal Punishment and Child Outcomes?,” 
Journal of Marriage and Family 73, no. 5 (October 2011): 946–61, doi:10.1111/j.1741-
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[C]ompared to their counterparts in other settings, in which media, school 
authorities, and other adults may denounce corporal punishment, it is less 
likely that conservative Protestant children will perceive this practice as 
stigmatizing or demeaning. To the contrary, they may well come to view 
mild-to-moderate corporal punishment as legitimate, appropriate, and 
even an indicator of parental involvement, commitment, and concern.76 
 
Even in the area of discipline, then, we see how these religious parents 
conceived of religion and family relationships as mutually supportive, since 
corporal punishment could actually lead to deeper bonds between parents and 
their children. 
In addition to affecting the depth of relationships, connection with the 
divine could also affect the types of relationships that children might choose to 
have. Earlier in this chapter, we noted Putnam’s distinction between bonding and 
bridging social capital. Overall, parents had little to say about the ways that 
connection with the divine could lead their children to one or the other of these 
two forms of relationship. However, parents from three different religious 
communities envisioned bonding relationships as particularly important, albeit for 
different reasons. The Evangelical Protestants often encouraged their children to 
form both present and future relationships with fellow Christians that would 
encourage them to make healthy lifestyle choices and to maintain and deepen 
their relationship with God. The Muslims wanted their children to form 
relationships with others who shared their identity in order to give them strength 
                                                                                                                                                 
3737.2011.00854.x. In their study, they include both Fundamentalist as well as Evangelical 
Christians in their sample of “conservative Protestants.” 
 
 76. Ibid., 957. 
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to own that identity in the face of a public that stigmatized it. And the Hindus 
wanted their children to get to know other children at the Bal Vihars that adopted 
Indian cultural practices and made education a high priority.77 
For the immigrants in the sample, it is not surprising that intra-religious 
relationships would be important, since religion is one of the key ways that 
immigrants coming to the United States find a niche on foreign soil (and, in doing 
so, often become more religious than they were in their countries of origin).78 In 
my interviews, this was most apparent not only in the comments of those in 
religious communities, but in the comments of an Atheist father, who said that his 
lack of religion kept him from this typical way of fitting into his new context. 
Father: So when you go to church you meet a lot of people, you make 
community. That’s one way to get to know people, if you don’t have 
relatives, because we don’t have any relatives. 
 
Interviewer: You don’t have any? 
 
Father: No, so that’s the way most people do it, most immigrants. Chinese 
people I see that they go to Chinese church, and Korean people I know 
they go to Korean church, and Indians, Hindus rather, go to temples, and 
they have their faith community.79 
 
                                                 
 77. Conceivably, parents could also have taken their children to the Islamic center and to the 
Bal Vihars out of concern for future marriage partners. Since most of the participants in these 
schools were younger children, though, it may not have been their most pressing concern yet, 
which may explain why the topic did not come up in the interviews. 
 
 78. R. Stephen Warner, “Immigration and Religious Communities in the United States,” in 
Gatherings in Diaspora: Religious Communities and the New Immigration (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1998), 3. 
 
 79. This Atheist father debated with himself whether he should take his children to a Bal Vihar 
in order to allow them to experience this sense of belonging, but could not bring himself to do it 
because his children would see it as hypocritical if he did not participate himself. 
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For many immigrants, relationships that bridged social difference were 
also important if they wanted to be part of (and be seen as part of) the wider 
American society. Some of the Muslims in my sample mentioned that their 
families were friends with people of other ethnicities and religions and that they 
had been present as their friends celebrated religious holidays and other special 
occasions. Their mosque also took steps to engage their non-Muslim neighbors 
by participating in interfaith events and hosting open houses for the wider 
community to visit and discuss the nature of Islam. For the non-immigrant 
Christians in the study, there was less motivation to form bridging relationships, 
since they comprised a religious and ethnic majority. However, a few parents 
mentioned that it was important to experience diversity, either because spending 
time exclusively with the like-minded led to intellectual narrowness or because 
they might be able to share the message of Christianity with them if they were 
not familiar with it.80 
When it came to the most important human relationship that their children 
could establish, however—that of their future spouse—no parents preferred that 
                                                 
 80. Although there was a brief discussion of bridging socio-economic gaps earlier in the 
chapter, socio-economic bridging is not mentioned here because parents did not often discuss it 
in religious terms. As Wuthnow has noted, religious traditions can encourage their adherents to 
make friends with people of lower socio-economic status of different ethnic or racial backgrounds, 
but, in practice, most congregations seem to be places where “the religiously involved are driven 
less by normative teachings about whom they should befriend and more by the convenience and 
comfort of associating with their own kind.” Robert Wuthnow, “Overcoming Status Distinctions? 
Religious Involvement, Social Class, Race, and Ethnicity in Friendship Patterns,” Sociology of 
Religion 64, no. 4 (2003): 423–42, doi:10.2307/3712334. The exceptions to this in my study were 
the Liberal Protestant parents who were glad that their children had been able to accompany 
some less privileged youth on a summer trip, although these parents seemed more interested in 
using the experience to combat their children’s sense of entitlement than in encouraging their 
children to develop lasting relationships with those they accompanied. 
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their children marry someone of another faith tradition over someone of their 
own. Although a few said it did not matter one way or the other, for a number of 
reasons most thought it best that the couple share a common faith. Some 
Muslims considered this a religious directive, as Islamic law forbade women from 
marrying non-Muslim men. For other Muslims, as well as parents of other 
religious stripes, pragmatic concerns were paramount. As one Evangelical 
Protestant father saw it, his daughter and her future husband could share a 
deeper relational and spiritual connection if they shared a common orientation 
towards ultimate reality. “I hope she marries a good Christian man who loves 
God like she does, and they can just have a family grounded in faith. I think so 
much else falls into place if she could have that.” If his daughter were to choose 
to marry someone of another religious faith (or of no religious faith), it would 
provide evidence that she afforded her own faith a low position in her hierarchy of 
values. Speaking of the hypothetical possibility of his daughter marrying a Jew, 
he continued, “It would be difficult to have those two types of traditions where 
one believes that Christ came and one . . . doesn’t believe that Christ actually 
has come yet. How strong is your faith? I mean, where is the compatibility in 
that? Where is my faith in the top of my list of priorities?” 
If religion could unite, it could also divide. A few families related having 
experienced religious discord within their current extended families, and some 
speculated that it could also arise in future relationships with their in-laws and 
grandchildren, particularly with regard to differing cultural customs. 
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Interviewer: Is it important that [your children] marry a Catholic, or marry a 
Christian? . . .  
 
Father: Yeah. No Hindus or Buddhists. 
 
Mother: I don’t know. I haven’t given it that much thought, but I think will 
make it easier on them if they were to marry a Christian. I think that it 
would be very difficult to marry somebody of a different faith, because then 
comes all those questions of how do you raise children, what do you 
celebrate? Am I allowed to put up a manger at Christmas time? Or do we 
put up… 
 
Father: A naked lady with four boobs. 
 
Mother: Or a menorah. . . . I don’t know . . . I would imagine it would be 
very [difficult]. Marriage is difficult enough, already. To throw in different 
faiths would be, like, really difficult. 
 
Although most parents recognized the difficulties raised by different 
religious and cultural backgrounds, there were parents in my study who were a 
part of interfaith marriages or had seen them in their extended families. These 
parents claimed that their children would find the differences manageable, as 
long as their future spouses were accepting of their religious identity and 
traditions. They could hope for the conversion of the spouse, as one Muslim 
mother mentioned, but even if this did not occur, it was not the end of the road. 
What we tell them is that the person needs to convert. They need to marry 
a Muslim. And I think ultimately I’d like them to practice Islam and raise 
their kids as Muslims. If the spouse didn’t convert, it might be okay if they 
had the right values, and they still try to maintain and recognize Muslim 
traditions, and raise their kids that way. 
 
Except for the Evangelical Protestants (who, as we will see in the next two 
chapters, esteemed belief and identity very highly), at least one or two parents 
from each tradition held that religious creeds or identity labels mattered relatively 
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little, as long as their children’s future spouses were loving and kind people who 
respected and valued them. According to one Muslim mother, “When you have 
the mixed marriages there is a lot of adjustment, and if it’s a lot stronger it will 
make things easier in the end, right? But it’s still a lot more work. But I think the 
most important thing is [the spouse] being a good human being.” In fact, this 
mother noted that a common religious identity was no guarantee of marital 
harmony, as “there’s no point in my daughter marrying a Muslim, or my son 
marrying a Muslim and they’re mean persons, or if the husband beats up his 
wife.” This privileging of moral character over specific beliefs and practices is a 
pattern this study will examine in more depth in the next chapter. 
No matter their perspective on the desirability of religious homogeneity, 
the one thing that all parents agreed upon was that their children were eventually 
going to make their own decisions in terms of future relationships. Parents could 
“lay a foundation” for their children to encourage them to take certain paths, but, 
as one Hindu father stated, this was as far as he and his wife could go. “We are 
probably going to try to get them to . . . marry a Hindu person,” he said, “but in 
the end you can’t control what your kids do.” Should their children choose to 
marry someone from another religious tradition, it could introduce difficulties, but 
no parents stated that it would be appropriate in such instances to disown their 
children. Rather, they would continue to love them and to make the necessary 
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accommodations to remain a part of their children’s (and their spouses’ and 
grandchildren’s) lives.81 
So far in this section, we have been discussing the connections between 
religion and human relationships. However, a number of parents declared 
children’s connection with the divine to be their highest priority. Some parents 
encouraged their children to pray on a regular basis—at bedtime, at mealtimes, 
and at other points throughout the day. They modeled prayer for their children, 
and sometimes even adapted the physical environments of their home to make 
prayer a more central part of their family’s lives. Most evidently, several Hindu 
parents had small home shrines devoted to a particular deity,82 and one father 
described to me how his family had recently decided not to purchase a pre-
existing home, but to build one of their own in order to include an entire “puja 
(worship) room” in the middle of it. And for the Evangelical Protestants, their 
notion of God as a highly personal being also encouraged them to invest 
significant amounts of time and energy in the “relationship” via prayer and 
reading the Bible, through which they believed God spoke to them.  
Other parents described the relationship with the divine less in terms of 
regular connection than as something (or someone) to be drawn upon when 
                                                 
 81. A prime example of this was the speculation that vegetarian Hindu parents did about what 
they would do if their child married a meat-eating spouse, and how they would compromise and 
try to make them feel welcome despite the differences in culinary customs. 
 
 82. I use the term “particular deity” here, but do not mean to take a position on the debate 
between Hindus who see their sacred tradition as monotheistic and those who see it as 
polytheistic. In fact, my Hindu interviewees would often alternate between the two, using both 
“God” and “the god” to describe their object of worship. 
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times were tough. Whether conceived of as a personal deity or (occasionally) as 
a “higher” power, the important thing about whatever spiritual path their children 
ended up travelling as adults was that it increase their emotional, psychological, 
and spiritual well-being during times of difficulty. For one Liberal Protestant, it 
was important that her children “have some faith, whether it’s [as] Buddhists or . . 
. Episcopalians, or whatever they are—even if it is their faith in people to get 
them through when they need the immeasurable to rely on. I think that’s so 
critical, and they have to find that themselves.” For this mother, faith was a 
matter of trusting in something that transcended the mundane world. “I just 
wouldn’t want to see them having no belief in anything that is greater than the 
harsh world that we live in,” she said. “I mean, if they go through the stormiest 
times in their life, what are they going to rely on to pull them up?” 
Christian Smith has argued that there exists in America a quasi-religion 
called Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (more on the “moralistic” part in the next 
chapter). God is more-or-less personal, but is absent from human affairs much of 
the time unless summoned to lend comfort or other assistance during times of 
crisis or despair.83 Indeed, he argues that this idea of divine concern for human 
subjective well-being is present both within and outside of organized religion, 
something that was confirmed in my interviews. One father whose family only 
very rarely attended church services admitted, 
                                                 
 83. Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers. 
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I feel guilty to a certain degree for not instilling in her a good, solid base in 
Christianity. But at the same time, . . . is it really that critical to her . . . 
being happy? Now, that said, when I keel over from a heart attack, I would 
rather have her turn to God then turn to the bottle or heroin or something. 
You know, it’s like at some point there’s going to be some trauma, and 
how does she address that? Religion is always I think the best way to go. 
But we are certainly not setting her up to go that direction. 
 
This father raised some fundamental questions about the nature of religion. Was 
it essentially instrumental, a tool to achieve some other more ultimate end—in 
this case, human happiness? And was it more useful for maintaining subjective 
well-being during the stormy episodes than during longer, more mundane 
stretches of life? 
 Many parents in the study expected that religion would matter just as 
much in the everyday as in the crisis. After all, psychological needs such as 
security and companionship are a part of everyday life, not just episodes of 
danger and despair. And self-esteem, belonging, a sense of purpose, and 
dealing with everyday anxieties are perpetual things. We can see this in a Hindu 
mother who described how whenever she dropped her children off at school, 
they would take three minutes to combat stress by reciting the fifteenth chapter of 
the Baghavad Gita. And an Evangelical Protestant couple declared that the most 
robust and lasting sense of self-worth came from seeing oneself as loved by 
God. 
Mother: I just think that is so important, that [children] know that their value 
and their worth comes from who they are in God’s eyes, because he made 
them and he is the potter and we are the clay. And he shapes us; we are 
his creation and he doesn’t make mistakes. So . . . when God stands back 
and admires his work and sees this beautiful creation, that’s how we 
should see ourselves—every person unique and precious in his eyes. . . . 
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And if he loves us that much, we ought to be loving ourselves that much. 
And that’s where that value comes from. It doesn’t come from how I look, 
what color is my hair, what clothes do I have 
 
Father: or what group I’m in, what clique I’m in 
 
Mother: Am I popular, am I not?  
 
Father: Am I a cheerleader? 
 
Mother: Exactly. Who likes me? Who doesn’t? That sort of thing. What 
kind of house do I have? Do I have the mansion or do I have the tan ranch 
with green shutters? (laughter) You know, that sort of thing. . . . I get a 
little bit passionate about that. 
 
These parents saw religion as valuable precisely because of its power to 
influence their daughter’s self-understanding and priorities on a daily (or even 
minute-by-minute) basis. 
 When parents spoke about the psychological benefits of religion, they did 
so primarily in this-worldly terms. One Catholic mother said,  
Mother: I want them to have that faith. I just think it’s a gift, and I think life 
doesn’t have meaning without it. I think you would be lost. . . . I just think 
that deeper connection is what sees you through the hard times and helps 
you cherish the good times. It just makes life more meaningful and that’s 
why we’re here. 
 
Interviewer: Is there an eternal scope to that too . . .? 
 
Mother: Probably on some level for me, but more it’s (pause) I don’t think 
about that with my kids, because they’re kids and I’ll die first. So I guess 
I’ve not thought about that, now that you ask it. For me it’s more of a 
fulfillment and the deep, meaningful, happy life [in the here and now]. 
 
 This did not mean, however, that notions of happiness in an afterlife were 
absent from parents’ thoughts. Several parents from each religious tradition (with 
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Evangelical Protestants and Muslims leading the way) mentioned it, and saw it 
as a place of supreme happiness. As one Evangelical Protestant father put it,  
You know, Jesus is the way the truth and the life and no one comes to the 
Father except through him. So if you have this belief that there is a heaven 
beyond this earth, the most important thing for my kids is to find that, to 
get there, to enjoy that eternal happiness. . . . That’s the true happiness 
right there. And that is fulfillment, and purpose in life will come on that 
journey. 
 
 For Muslims, the afterlife begins with the Day of Judgment, and heaven is 
a reward for a life of being rightly guided by Allah. “The Qur’an talks about it very 
explicitly,” one father explained, “It says every, (pause) the word is zarra. Zarra 
means atom. It means every action where you were doing atom’s worth of 
goodness, you will get credit for. And every action you were doing an atom’s 
worth of badness, you will atone for.” 84 If his children lived a life of justice to 
others, they would reap the rewards of eternal bliss. 
 Hindus anticipate no final day of judgment for the whole world, yet each 
individual could find happiness through escape from the temporal world of 
desires and attachments. 
Father: One of the core beliefs in Hinduism is that the material pleasures 
of this world are sort of transient, fleeting and not permanent—and might 
temporarily get you happiness but it won’t be everlasting happiness. And 
sort of freeing yourself from . . . wants and desires is the only really way to 
be happy and stay happy. . . . 
 
Interviewer: And this is happiness in this life and beyond, too, right? 
 
                                                 
 84. This language and concept of an atom’s weight of good or evil occasioning reward or 
recompense comes from the Qur’an (99:7-8), and is contextualized in various hadith, including 
one that specifically cautions against pride (kibr). 
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Father: Yeah, and part of it is being freed from the cycle of birth and 
rebirth. Because when you desire things, or take things, or do things that 
might incur owing a debt to another person, eventually [in] the law of 
karma, you have to repay that debt. So you have to take another birth to 
repay that debt somehow. And if you can free yourself of those debts, you 
can free yourself from the cycle. 
 
 Not everyone, of course, believed in the afterlife. A smattering of parents 
in all traditions (except for the Evangelical Protestants) were unsure of its 
existence or the form it would take. Representative of this was one Liberal 
Protestant mother, who stated, “You know, it’s possible that there may be nothing 
[after death]; we don’t know. . . . So that’s why it makes it more important to do . . 
. what we can with the life that we do have, and hope for the best. But I’m all over 
the place sometimes when it comes to an afterlife. So I don’t demand that 
anybody believe in that.” 
 The Atheist parents in my sample were, not surprisingly, fairly convinced 
there would be no afterlife for themselves, their children, or anyone else. Since 
no divine being or presence existed, there would be no relationship with such an 
entity after this life drew to a close. Therefore, one father described how his son 
had begun to process and understand the death of a grandfather by equating it to 
the magic in the Harry Potter children’s book series—specifically coining the 
phrase “Papa is ‘poof’.” And a mother described how she told her children  
that “When you die, you cease to exist and you can be buried and then 
you’re in the ground, or you could be cremated. But you’re not going 
anywhere; you lose consciousness, and you really don’t exist anymore. 
You exist in our memory. But you’re not going up in the sky, you’re not 
going to hell, you’re not going to see some dude on a cloud with a harp 
kind of thing.” And they seemed okay with that; they seem alright with it.  
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 They still get upset when I, (pause) if I talk about my father dying 
(and my father is dead). They still, I think, get upset. . . . I think they worry 
about . . . dying; I think they worry about me dying more than their own 
death. I think that they’re worried that I’ll die. . . . I think that they really 
realize that that’s it. I think that they’re aware that they would never see 
me anymore; it’s not like when they die, we’ll all be reunited in heaven. 
They know they’ll never see me again and I’ll be gone. 
 
For this woman’s children, death was too final, and the idea of one’s legacy living 
on in the memory of others seemed little comfort. In multiple cases, Atheist 
parents recognized that their children desired assurance in the face of death, and 
they acknowledged that religions provide comfort for many people—although one 
father explained matters to his children in terms echoing Sigmund Freud’s 
characterization of religion as “wish fulfillment.”85 “I’ve probably mentioned from 
time to time that some people believe things because it’s comfortable to believe 
them; they believe it because they want to, not because they are true.”  
 Nearly all parents in the study, including Atheists, acknowledged that 
religion met psychological needs, whether in the present or in some form of 
future bliss. 86 In many cases, religion was seen as a tool for achieving happiness 
                                                 
 85. Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion, trans. James Strachey (New York: W. W. 
Norton, 1961). 
 
 86. The exception to this was one Atheist mother who reversed the relationship between 
religion and comfort in the face of death, explaining to me that it actually brought more comfort to 
her children not to believe in an afterlife if it was one of pain rather than of happiness. 
 
[When my children ask me about what happens when we die], I tell them what happens 
when anything else dies. It just decomposes, things eat it and that’s what happens. 
That’s what I think. I told [my eldest son], I don’t believe in a heaven or hell; I don’t 
believe in any of that stuff. My 12-year-old is a little bit more mature than the younger two 
[children], and he says he believes what I do. . . . A lot of what I think turned him to really 
believing what I believe is [that] my brother (the preacher) told me, in front of him, that it 
doesn’t matter how good of a person I am; I don’t believe in God so I am going to be 
burning in hell forever. And my son said, “Well, that’s stupid.” (laughter) And I was like, 
“Yeah.” So you can be like a rotten person; you can be Hitler, but if you accept Jesus in 
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(or, in other words, a means to an end). In other cases (especially among the 
Evangelical Protestants), happiness was a by-product that came from one’s 
primary desire, which was to “walk with God.” In this latter conception, a 
relationship with God would likely lead to a high degree of subjective well-being, 
but was not primarily about happiness, or therapy, or feeling good. In fact, to 
think of life in these terms would be to miss the point. As one Evangelical 
Protestant father expressed, 
I don’t think people need to be happy in their life. . . . I would like that to be 
the case, but I don’t think that’s a requirement . . . I think that the secular 
culture tells us that you should try to be happy but . . . if God is the center 
of your life, he’ll give you what you need. And happiness may not be in his 
plan every day of your life. And you just need to be at a point where you 
can accept that and trust him, that that’s his plan. 
 
In this quote, we see that a relationship with God could be a higher good than 
happiness. According to this father, a relationship with God also did not 
guarantee temporal happiness, at least not perpetually so. All parents in my 
study would have agreed with him that life could be difficult. And, even with this 
very different perspective, he would have agreed with them that if their children 
were enmeshed in a variety of quality relationships (including, for the religious 
parents, a relationship with God), they would be happier and more fulfilled than if 
they spent their lives alone. 
                                                                                                                                                 
your heart, you can go to heaven. And so, okay. . . . I have never hurt anyone 
intentionally, but I am roasting. So, it doesn’t make sense. 
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Religion and the Appreciation of Nature and Culture 
Compared to the topic of relationships, parents had relatively little of 
religious import to say about the realms of nature and human culture (which is 
not unexpected, given the lesser degree of attention they paid to these domains). 
However, a number of parents did believe that an appreciation of nature and 
human culture was part of a rich, full, and happy life, and there were at least a 
few notable ways that religion was implicated in this understanding. 
Parents who articulated a desire that their children come to appreciate the 
natural world sometimes saw that world as “spiritual.” In her book Sacred Stories, 
Spiritual Tribes, sociologist Nancy Ammerman maps the different meanings of 
the term “spiritual” in the discourse of a set of everyday Americans, with four in 
ten associating the term with awe in the face of beauty, which they found most 
frequently in nature.87 In my study, this understanding of nature as spiritual was 
not limited to parents of any one tradition, although it was most pronounced 
among the Liberal Protestants.88 Sometimes their place of spiritual 
transcendence was the woods. In other cases, it was the ocean, as it was for one 
mother who described the potential it held to induce wonder. 
                                                 
 87. Ammerman, Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes, 54. 
 
88.  Appreciation of nature was found among Atheist parents as well, although there is debate 
within the Atheist community at large over what to call feelings of awe experienced in the face of 
the world around them. Sam Harris, The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason 
(W. W. Norton, 2005) has no problem with calling such experiences “spiritual,” although not all of 
his New Atheist companions share this perspective. More recently, Phil Zuckerman, Living the 
Secular Life: New Answers to Old Questions (New York: Penguin Books, 2014), 200–12 has 
coined the term “aweism” to describe this phenomenon. 
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The ocean is extremely spiritual to me, . . . and my daughter seems to be 
going down that same path. And I actually noticed this summer that sort of 
coming to fruition with my son also. I saw him just sitting back and 
watching the ocean. And he surfs, so getting a feeling for how powerful 
things are outside of us, how powerful the ocean is, how powerful the 
world is, and we’re kind of these little [specks]. (laughter) 
 
When these parents (and possibly their children) encountered nature, they saw it 
as “closer to creation.” Indeed, in this phrase one hears echoes not only of the 
Romantic narrative of a pure “state of nature” prior to societal corruption, but of 
the earlier biblical narrative of Eden as a pristine garden unsullied by human 
misdeeds. 
Interestingly, parents also held an appreciation of the world of human 
culture that ran counter to both of these narratives about nature. If humans could 
despoil the natural world on the one hand, they could also make a variety of 
beautiful cultural goods from it on the other. Indeed, it was with this 
understanding that parents used things like world travel, museum visits, and 
literature to expose their children to the various ways that humans over the 
centuries and around the globe had made something good of the world. When it 
came to the production of religion, however, such multiculturalism became a bit 
trickier—since parents varied widely in the degree to which they wanted their 
children to be exposed to alternative worldviews and religious practices. As we 
will see later in the chapter on identity, other religious faiths could pose a threats 
to identity, and thus to eternal happiness. 
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Religion and Employment 
Of all the groups in the study, by far the most influenced by religion when 
it came to goals for their children’s employment were the Evangelical 
Protestants. They sought to prepare their children for an adulthood that would 
participate in the divine plan for the world, and they saw employment no less 
than relationships as part of that plan. In this “larger plan narrative,” every event 
or circumstance found its place in the plan of a God who created the world and 
continued to interact with that world and its creatures to bring about divine 
purposes.89 This meant that for these Evangelical Protestants it was not enough 
that their children “get a job.” Rather, their children were a part of something 
much larger.  
As these parents raised their children, they enacted a sacralized variation 
on the theme of concerted cultivation that differs from the standard version in the 
sources of the skills and ends to which they are put. Instead of developing skill 
sets that would enable them to negotiate an increasingly competitive labor 
market, children had been given gifts and talents by God to develop and utilize 
for their own well-being and the well-being of the world.90 As with other forms of 
                                                 
 89. There was a small amount of this narrative in other traditions, but it was ubiquitous for the 
Evangelical Protestants. Elsewhere, I have analyzed how Evangelical Protestants view negative 
events through this narrative lens. See Kevin M. Taylor, “A Narrative Analysis of Meaning-Making 
and Theodicy in America” (Mid-Atlantic/New England-Maritimes Meeting of the American 
Academy of Religion, New Brunswick, NJ, 2010). However, here in the realm of their children’s 
future employment, they viewed things in a wholly positive light. 
 
 90. Alternatively, one could argue that the “standard” version is really a secularized version of 
“larger plan cultivation.” To my knowledge, the historical primacy and interrelations of the two 
forms of concerted cultivation have yet to be studied. 
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concerted cultivation, the development of these gifts could begin in the early 
years, as one mother said: “[One] thing that we really tell our kids is that they 
have a talent. And that God gives everybody a talent, and whatever that talent is, 
they just need to honor God and just shine.” Another mother expressed in a letter 
to her daughter her desire that she embrace and live into the story of God’s 
purposes for her and for the world.  
My greatest hopes for you, Hannah, are that you recognize your 
significance, find eternal purpose, and make God-honoring choices. As 
you continue to mature in mind and spirit I hope you realize the unique 
abilities that only you could bring to this world. . . . I encourage you to 
follow all the possibilities God brings in[to] your life. “For I know the plans I 
have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm 
you, plans to give you hope and a future.” (Jeremiah 29:11) 
 
For many Evangelical Christian parents, their children’s future career was 
not only a choice, but a “calling.” In some cases, parents thought of their 
children’s future as a singular divine blueprint; in others, more flexibility was 
permitted. In either case, this narrative served as a check on unfettered 
autonomy, as their children would discover their purpose more than determine it. 
Even so, it is interesting that individual desires and divine purposes did not 
generally conflict, since these parents saw God’s calling revealed in their 
children’s abilities, interests, desires, and passions. Thus, when their children 
pursued their passions in life, they were likely pursuing God’s interests for them 
and their own interests simultaneously. Insofar as they were “growing” in their 
relationship with God, their own desires and those of God would align very 
closely. We can see this in the thoughts of one of the mothers quoted earlier in 
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this section, who said her task was to help her daughter acknowledge that 
“Maybe [being a doctor or biologist] is what God has planned for you. He’s put 
that desire in you, so acknowledging that, . . . I see you talking about this in a 
really positive way, and a very strong, excited way. Maybe that’s what you need 
to pursue.” She continued in a letter to tell her daughter: 
Everyone struggles while making major life choices: college, career, 
marry/stay single, children, time management, church affiliation, hobbies, 
etc. Sometimes people think there is only one correct choice. I think God 
takes pleasure in joining us on the path to discover our purpose in life. 
“Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable 
things you do not know.” (Jeremiah 33:3) 
 
So if careers were callings, into which career fields might God call 
someone? Sociologist Douglas Porpora has argued that American society (and 
Western society more generally) has largely lost not only the sense of calling, but 
also the ability to perceive of goodness in supererogatory terms.91 Instead of 
living as heroes and saints whose extreme actions are modeled on the extreme 
goodness of God, people settle for more banal forms of goodness. So were 
these Evangelical Protestant parents any different in their hopes for their 
children’s future professions? Did they think of their future work in extraordinary 
or even sacrificial terms? 
One couple mentioned that God might call their daughter into the messy 
business of politics. If this were to happen, this father and mother would pray for 
their daughter and talk to her about the “consequences and difficulties and 
                                                 
 91. Douglas V. Porpora, Landscapes of the Soul: The Loss of Moral Meaning in American 
Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 163–66. 
 
 
 216
dangers” of the decision. However, if she was certain of her call and secure in 
her faith, then she should “convey that out” in the fields of law and politics, since 
it would be “better in the long haul for society” if there were Christian influence in 
the public realm.92 Another mother raised the hypothetical possibility that her 
children could become Christian missionaries, which would take them to the 
other side of the globe. Several others expressed that the pursuit of one’s calling 
was more important than financial considerations, although none of them 
necessarily desired a life of poverty for their children. 
Father: [It would be great if she were] installed in a career that draws upon 
her God-given abilities . . . that contribute both to her as an individual and 
her family and those close to her, and to the society at large. So that she 
could feel that “I am really doing something that is above the average.” . . . 
Maximizing what she has been given, and not trying to be controlling 
where that is. You know, [what if her future career] isn’t medicine? Well 
that is where it is now, and that’s a good thing.  
 
Mother: Although she has been enjoying teaching four-year-olds in 
Sunday school, so she is saying, “Maybe I want to be a preschool 
teacher.” 
 
Father: We did point out the fact that you can’t quite live on the salary of a 
preschool teacher, but, you know. 
 
Mother: If that is where God calls her, go for it. 
 
Father: Yeah. 
 
Interviewer: And it will work out? 
 
Mother: Yeah. 
 
                                                 
 92. As we noted in an earlier section of this chapter, only a relatively small number of 
religious and non-religious parents were highly involved in the political realm, and none reported 
direct parental or child involvement in activities of the Religious Right or Religious Left. 
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Father: Not many people die from teaching preschool children. 
 
Mother: They may tend to starve to death, [though]. 
 
Just because people pursued their callings did not mean that everything in 
life would go smoothly for them, or even that they would always manage to fully 
realize those callings, but when they did, they would find that work deeply 
satisfying. As another mother wrote to her children, 
What I do hope is that you do something you find interesting and that you 
can feel good about doing. That might be arguing cases before the 
Supreme Court or it might be working with your hands. But keep in mind 
that perfect job satisfaction is a red herring. Even if your gifts and calling 
don’t align perfectly, I hope you are able to derive deep satisfaction from 
the work you do, if for no other reason than it allows you to support 
yourself/family and give freely back to God. 
 
For these Evangelical Protestants, “giving back to God” meant using one’s 
talents and resources to contribute (financially and otherwise) to society. In the 
next chapter, this study will explore the importance for parents of all traditions 
that their children adopt other-centered perspectives and behaviors, and the 
ways that religion factored into the various expressions of this ethical virtue. 
To close this chapter, however, we should note that, apart from the 
Evangelical Protestants, parents used very little God-talk to discuss their 
children’s future employment. They did hope that their children’s work would 
contribute to (or at least not detract from) the well-being of society, although they 
did not generally couch these work-related societal contributions in explicitly 
religious terms. One Liberal Protestant mother did address the topic of calling or 
vocation, stating, “I was having a similar conversation with another parent the 
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other day… we want our kids to find the thing that they do really well and that is 
God’s work for them, or that they can do for the world, you know like what is 
really great about you? What can you do?” However, immediately after this 
statement, this woman (who was quoted earlier in this chapter) proceeded to 
wonder whether such notions were truly achievable for everyone, whether such 
aspirations were only made possible by recent rises in societal standards of 
living, and whether the compulsion to find satisfaction in one’s work was actually 
a bit self-absorbed. Additionally, we could make a case that religion influenced 
the Hindu preference for jobs that pay “good money,” since Hindus typically see 
wealth (artha) as a good thing, since it provides stability, health, and happiness 
for the family.93 However, no Hindu parents mentioned any of this in their 
interviews, so this remains somewhat speculative. Overall, it is accurate to say 
that, for most parents, aspirations for their children’s employment were shaped 
less by religion than by common middle-class desires for a life free of adversity 
and anxiety. 
In fact, we could argue that common middle-class understandings of a 
“good life” predominated regarding happiness throughout the life course, just as 
they did for happiness in childhood and for physical health. This is not to say, of 
                                                 
 93. In Hinduism, artha (wealth), along with dharma (duty), kama (pleasure), and moksha 
(liberation from the cycle of birth and rebirth), is one of the four purusarthas (goals of human 
existence). Conceivably, this understanding could help to orient a culture in different directions 
than one, for example, in which “the love of money is the root of all evil.” In fact, according to the 
Pew Research Center, Hindus (along with Jews) are the wealthiest religious group in America, as 
measured by level of income. Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, U.S. Religious Landscape 
Survey (Washington, DC: Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008), 58–61. 
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course, that religion (or particular religions) did not play any role. Most evidently, 
people felt a sense of belonging from participating in congregations. 
Furthermore, the connection with God encouraged there provided an existential 
conviction that the world was, at bottom, a good place and that God could be 
called upon in times of trouble. For Liberal Protestants and others, 
understandings of nature as spiritual allowed for deeper appreciation of the 
world. And for Evangelical Protestants, seeing career as “calling” allowed parents 
to sacralize fulfillment as part of their children’s future careers. On the whole, 
though, when parents spoke the moral languages of health and happiness, the 
“biblical” tradition (to use Bellah’s phrase again) found little place in their 
discourse. However, as we will see in the next chapter on the value of doing 
good to others, when life goals become less about the individual and more about 
the well-being of other individuals, communities, and society, the moral 
languages provided by religious tradition assume a much more central role. 
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CHAPTER FIVE - “MAYBE IT’S NOT ALL ABOUT YOU”: DOING GOOD 
(WITH AND WITHOUT GOD) 
In the previous three chapters, we have explored parents’ desires that 
their children “fare well”—with healthy bodies and happy spirits, both in childhood 
and throughout their lives. While we encountered in those chapters many virtues 
that parents wanted to instill in their children, these virtues were primarily 
instrumental means for achieving the goals of individual health and subjective 
well-being. As we will see in this chapter, though, parents also sensed that these 
individualistic goals were not enough. Even as they affirmed health and 
happiness, many reflexively tacked on that they also wanted their children to “be 
good” to others. We begin this chapter with a more-or-less universal portrait of 
the ways that parents of all traditions wanted their children to be good. We will 
see how these desires for their children’s goodness often conflicted with other 
master values of health, happiness, autonomy, and identity. And when it comes 
time to factor in the role of religion, we will see that parents’ desires for their 
children to transcend pure self-interest led these parents and their communities 
to appropriate the Golden Rule in tradition-specific ways. It may have been good 
to have others “do unto you,” but these parents wanted their children to learn to 
“do unto others” as well. 
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Virtue and the Limits of Happiness 
As mentioned briefly in the last chapter, some parents took issue with the 
word “happiness.” For them, it connoted superficiality, momentariness, pleasure-
seeking, pursuit of fame, selfishness, instant gratification, fun, acquisitiveness, 
and insincerity (in “the Hollywood sense of big smiles and perfect teeth”). This 
hedonistic form of happiness, they said, was fleeting, and human beings were 
misguided when they sought to fill an internal “void” in their lives through alcohol, 
sex, and material possessions. Children in particular, they said, saw happiness 
as a matter of having the latest toys, clothes, electronic gadgets, or other things 
that money could buy—something encouraged by their life stage, by corporate 
marketers, and by the ubiquity of peers in schools and neighborhoods who 
measured success and status by “what you have.” It was better, these parents 
said, to pursue positive emotions of a different sort. Instead of a shallow and 
ephemeral happiness, these parents desired that their children abide in deeper 
and longer-lasting states of emotional fulfillment, satisfaction, and contentment 
that did not depend on creature comforts. 
 This brief discussion of both shorter- and longer-lasting forms of 
happiness illustrates that the word “happy” as it is used by Americans today no 
longer captures much of the virtuous life that Western tradition has historically 
associated with well-being. As philosopher Deal Hudson argues, with the 
development of utilitarian ethics in the nineteenth century (with its emphasis on 
measuring value in terms of pleasure and pain) and the rise of the positive 
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thinking movement in the twentieth, the word “happiness” has come to be 
associated almost exclusively with positive affect—with “well-feeling” instead of 
“well-being.”1 Some of today’s positive psychologists might object (following the 
definition of “subjective well-being” provided near the beginning of Chapter 
Three) that happiness is not solely emotional, but also includes a cognitive 
appraisal of one’s life that could very well be based on ethical standards. 
However, Hudson points out that the classical forms of well-being such as the 
Greek eudaimonia or the medieval beatitudo and felicitas do not equate to 
today’s “subjective well-being” precisely because such life assessments were not 
subjective.2 Rather, they were based upon commonly held, objective standards 
of moral good.3 The problem, as philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre has argued, is 
that in the modern world, one finds many contradictory visions of the good, and 
no universally accepted standard by which to adjudicate among them.4 Indeed, 
                                                 
 1. Deal W. Hudson, Happiness and the Limits of Satisfaction (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 1996), 9–17, 86. 
 
 2. As Hudson notes, there is enough difference between the ancient concept of eudaimonia 
and modern notions of happiness that some scholars prefer not to translate eudaimonia as 
happiness at all, preferring either to use words such as “human flourishing” or “well-being,” or to 
leave the term untranslated. Ibid., 61. 
 
 3. Ibid., xviii. Within happiness studies recently, increased attention has been turned to a 
eudaimonic understanding of well-being, which disputes that people’s self-reports of happiness 
necessarily reflect their psychological wellness. This approach also differs from subjective well-
being in that it is “concerned with living well or actualizing one’s human potentials. This 
conceptualization maintains that well-being is not so much an outcome or end state as it is a 
process of fulfilling or realizing one’s daimon or true nature—that is, of fulfilling one’s virtuous 
potentials and living as one was inherently intended to live.” Edward L. Deci and Richard M. 
Ryan, “Hedonia, Eudaimonia, and Well-Being: An Introduction,” Journal of Happiness Studies 9, 
no. 1 (January 2008): 2, doi:10.1007/s10902-006-9018-1. 
 
 4. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 6–8. As Hudson, Happiness and the Limits of Satisfaction, 97–99, 
argues, in the absence of commonly held visions of the human person or of the moral good, it 
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such is the premise for a liberal society, which in principle privileges the freedom 
of individuals to determine their own values and ends over any overarching 
understanding of the good for human beings.5 Of course, parents had very little 
of this moral and political philosophy in mind; yet many of them did sense the 
paucity of the word happiness. 
So what did it mean to be good? What did it mean to be virtuous? Before 
proceeding further, it is important to delimit the forms of virtue to be discussed in 
this chapter. If we were to do an exhaustive treatment of virtue (and goodness in 
general), we would never reach the end of the matter.6 Therefore, for the 
purposes of this chapter, we will limit our investigation to the subset of virtues 
that directly and explicitly benefit other individuals, human society, and the wider 
world in which humans dwell.7 
                                                                                                                                                 
becomes possible for social scientists to ignore objective standards of goodness, and to move the 
study of happiness from the domain of philosophers into their own realm of investigation. If there 
is little agreement on what goodness is, it becomes preferable to measure it as people define it 
themselves, which is a tack more amenable to the interviews and questionnaires of the social 
scientists. 
 
 5. Michael J. Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, 2nd ed. (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 1–7. 
 
 6. If we were to look solely at character or personality traits that parents could potentially 
desire for their children, the quantity would be immense. For example, psychologists Gordon 
Allport and Henry Odbert compiled a list of trait-names used to distinguish the behavior of one 
human being from another. In all, there were 17,953 terms, or 4.5 percent of the entire English 
vocabulary found in the 1925 edition of Webster’s New International Dictionary. See Gordon W. 
Allport and Henry S. Odbert, Trait-Names: A Psycho-Lexical Study, Psychological Review 
Publications. Psychological Monographs. v. 47, No. 1; Whole No. 211 (Princeton, NJ: 
Psychological Review, 1936), 24. 
 
 7. This means that we will not include all Aristotelian forms of virtue (e.g. courage, 
temperance, wittiness, etc.). Neither will we speak of avoiding vices (which we touched on briefly 
in Chapter Two). We will also leave out worship or gratitude extended to God. Although these 
could all be conceived of as “good” things, the virtues we examine in this chapter inhere in activity 
done primarily for the benefit or flourishing of other human beings. Of course, when it comes to 
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 So what sort of relationship did parents envision between happiness and 
doing good? To begin with, an exclusive focus on happiness (especially in its 
more hedonistic forms) seemed selfish to many parents, who expressed that they 
wanted their children to be “givers,” not just “receivers” or “takers.” In the words 
of one mother, “[For] your kids to be happy is, I think, very important, but . . . [life] 
is also about fulfilling your responsibility as a human being in this society. So it’s 
not just enough to live a hedonistic life and be happy. That’s not what life is 
about. Life is also about giving back and making sure you’re a productive 
member of society.”  
 Interestingly, once altruistic behavior was included alongside happiness 
(especially when it meant fulfilled, content, or satisfied), parents’ qualms with 
happiness largely disappeared. Frequently interviewees stated their desire for 
both happiness and goodness in the same sentence, with little hesitation or 
reflection on how the two might compete with one another. When I asked parents 
to pause and imagine a scenario in which their children said that they were 
happy yet were doing something harmful to themselves or others (and how they 
would feel about that), they often had difficulty envisioning such a situation, and 
even debated with themselves (or with their spouses) if it were possible for a 
person to be simultaneously happy and non-virtuous. For instance, one mother 
reflected, “I think some people can be happy and be jerks. I look at my uncle 
                                                                                                                                                 
choosing which actions fall within the boundaries of the beneficial, I could be accused of taking a 
position on the good for humans beings. However, in this context I will take the side of the social 
scientists over the philosophers (see note 4 in this chapter) by deferring to my participants’ 
understandings of what is good for others. 
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Arthur and I think he is a happy guy but I think he is a jerk. I guess happy, 
(pause) that’s hard. (chuckle) I never thought about that, because I always just 
kind of, (pause) I never thought about it that way. You could be happy but not be 
a good person. I never even thought about that.” Her husband responded: “You 
could be too good of a person where people could just take advantage of 
everything that you do. And at the end of the day you are not really happy even 
though everything you did was positive for the world around you.” According to 
this couple, then, it was possible to be both happy but not good and to be good 
but not happy. 
 When parents were able to envision a concrete scenario, such as their 
children dealing drugs or posing for pornographic magazines, they generally said 
that they would be opposed to these lifestyle choices, even if their children said 
they made them happy.8 This prioritization of values can be seen in the 
comments of one mother, who stated, “I do want [my daughter] to be happy, but . 
. . the most important [thing] for me would be that she understood really how to 
love and to be loved. . . . Because you can be very happy and be a complete 
asshole. . . . Happy alone is not enough. You can be happy and have horrific 
values.”  
                                                 
 8. These scenarios raise the methodological question of the measurement of values. If we 
were to go with the first thing out of parents mouth, or their first reactions when asked a question 
on a survey, we would likely conclude that parents’ primary desire for their children was 
happiness. Yet when presented with a specific context (such as dealing drugs or posing for 
pornographic magazines) that situates virtue and happiness in conflict, parents choose virtue. So 
which is the deepest desire of parents? I would contend that, in many cases, the latter method of 
measurement may be more accurate. Even if happiness talk is more prevalent in everyday 
discourse, it may not truly be the language that reflects parents’ deepest hopes, desires, and 
dreams. For some parents, at least, virtue may be deeper. 
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 When I was not prompting parents to consider potential conflicts between 
the two values, however, they usually saw them as compatible, or, in many 
cases, as interrelated. As we will see later in this chapter, virtues such as 
generosity, compassion, and kindness were sometimes seen as linked to 
happiness because they were themselves primary sources of subjective well-
being. 
The Shape of Goodness 
Benefiting Others 
 When parents spoke of desires for their children, language of personal 
self-fulfillment was almost always paired (either immediately afterward or at some 
other point in the interview) with language of mutuality or self-sacrifice.9 For 
instance, having fulfilling relationships was a goal sought for the sake of 
happiness, but parents also saw relationships as sites of reciprocity and self-
giving. The imperative to raise “good” children was so pervasive that some form 
of other-centered behavior came up in interviews with fully ninety-six percent of 
the parents. 
 For these parents, being good begins at home. Indeed, the most 
frequently mentioned domain for social concern was the family itself. As we 
mentioned in Chapter Three, children’s value to families since the late 1800s has 
                                                 
 9. This dual character also mirrored their take on the task of parenting itself as well. Parenting 
was not only a fulfilling endeavor, but also required a lot of work and sacrifice for their children 
(such that several parents called it the “hardest job” they could ever have). 
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increasingly come to reside in the emotional bonds they share with parents. 
Parents in my study wanted their homes to be places of mutual support, in which 
their children shared affection, concern, and respect for other members of the 
household. They wished this for current and future relationships with extended 
family and for their children’s future relationships with their own spouses and 
children.  
Care for extended family members was especially desired by immigrant 
parents—particularly those from India. Learning to respect elder members of 
their families was described as a central concern. Parents claimed that in India 
such respect would have been inculcated from the earliest years, as their 
children would have grown up seeing them respect the wishes of their own 
parents (who conceivably could have been living with them as part of the joint 
family arrangement). They also would have learned the common cultural 
customs of bending down to touch their elders’ feet and respectfully addressing 
them using suffixes denoting their position in the family.10 It bothered these 
parents that such practices were uncommon in America and that when 
grandparents came to visit (often for several months at a time as they shuttled 
                                                 
 10. According to one father from India, the act of bowing to touch his parents feet was key to 
his development of the virtue of humility, and his recognition that his achievements in life were as 
much a result of his parents’ blessings and provisions for him as it was of his own efforts and 
abilities. 
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between the homes of their various children who resided in the diaspora),11 their 
grandchildren sometimes hesitated to perform them.12 
 With America’s emphasis on the nuclear family as the principal form of 
family life, it should be no surprise that most parents wanted their homes to be 
places of mutual kindness, concern, and commitment. Their homes were not 
exactly “havens in a heartless world,”13 since within the walls children fought with 
one another and could be disrespectful to their parents. Yet parents reported 
experiencing great delight when their children expressed verbal and physical 
appreciation to them and enjoyed and supported one another. According to one 
mother, the family was a microcosm in which her children needed to learn to 
“take turns in life.” When one of the children was doing an activity and the others 
were present, 
I’ve got to tell the others, “Guess what? It’s time for you to cheer on your 
brother. Because he wants to play T-ball and this is what you do for your 
brother. You clap for him and you watch the game; and you don’t cry, and 
you don’t say ‘I want to go.’ And I’ll bring snacks for you, and you clap for 
your brother, because that’s what you do when you have a brother” . . . . 
And it’s sort of like balancing that individual growth of the kids, and then 
telling the others they also have to respect and applaud [one another]. 
Because that’s what you do for your family. 
                                                 
 11. Another sign of respect for elders mentioned by these immigrant Indian parents was the 
relative absence of nursing homes in India. Although they have become more prevalent in recent 
years, they said it is still more common to see elderly people living with family than in care 
homes. 
 
 12. According to one father, his daughter hesitated to touch elder family members’ feet 
because few of her peers did. Most of her friends were non-Indian or second-generation Indian 
immigrants, and even among the latter group the practice was not strictly reinforced or expected 
at home. 
 
 13. This phrase is taken from Christopher Lasch, “The Family as a Haven in a Heartless 
World,” Salmagundi, no. 35 (Fall 1976): 42–55. 
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As we saw in Chapter Three, performing household tasks for the benefit of the 
nuclear family was another way of instilling in children a commitment to a 
collective larger than themselves. According to this same mother, it was only by 
learning to help the people closest to you that one could be prepared to help the 
rest of the world. In her home, “Every single person has to help clean; every 
single person has to do all the happy homemaker chores; everyone has to help 
because we all live here. You all eat the food, so you all clean it up. But I think 
serving other people has to be taught by serving one another. And then you can 
go serve other people.” 
 Benefitting others went beyond the household, of course. When parents 
looked to a wider world, they repeatedly spoke of their hope that their children 
would “contribute” and “give back” (and to a much lesser extent, “make a 
difference”) to their communities, society, and world. Sometimes what they had in 
mind was future employment. For one thing, bringing home a paycheck meant 
that they were not “just hanging out,” and were therefore not “leeches on society” 
or “on the [public] dole.” But just as importantly, they hoped that the work done 
would itself be something productive and beneficial. This was most obvious when 
parents imagined the fields of medicine and education, although other fields 
could qualify as well. One mother, who was herself considering transferring out of 
a career in finance into a field that made a more direct and obvious contribution 
to people, wrote to her children, saying “I wish that you find a career that makes 
you happy, earns you a good living, and helps you contribute to society. It is 
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really important to give back to our world, whether it be by developing a new 
product that will save people’s lives, treating patients, or making processes more 
efficient through new software. These are just examples.” For her, the best forms 
of work not only satisfied the worker, but also served the common good. 
 Whether at work or elsewhere, another way that children could play a 
positive role in society was just to be a “good person” or, as some parents put it, 
a “good citizen.” In a small number of cases, parents expressed their desires that 
their children use their skills in the political realm. They modeled the importance 
of participating in the voting process, and they included children in political 
discussions. They also shaped the home environment by setting the television to 
news stations and programs that highlighted political issues. Knowledge about 
public issues and skill in discussing politics were goods they hoped their children 
would carry throughout their lives. 
For other parents, politics was a nasty business to be (mostly) avoided. 
Not only were politicians morally suspect, but political organizations were often 
extreme, polarizing and harmful to the larger community. Still, most saw civic 
engagement as acceptable or desirable. Political offices—such as President or 
Supreme Court Justice—were held up to children as desirable professional 
options, and some parents encouraged children to use the political process to 
remedy past wrongs and prevent future injustices. One father from Lebanon 
wanted to educate his children on America’s harmful actions during the Arab-
Israeli conflict so that they could eventually work for peace from within the 
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system. Getting children interested in politics was another matter. Said one 
father, 
I’d like to see them get involved more in their government, as a citizen. But 
I don’t see it as something that a young person finds interesting. It’s sort of 
happens in that sphere of complicated adult talk that usually doesn’t apply 
to them, and they really never want it to. . . . They are interested in their 
own . . . social circles, which I guess most kids usually are. . . . [It’s] 
maybe not until they get in their later years that they care about it as 
much. But I wish they would; I wish they would care about it more. 
 
Becoming a citizen of a larger community is a goal that is sometimes daunting for 
parents. 
 When parents used the word citizen, however, most of the time they did 
not have political participation or activism in mind. Rather, a citizen was an 
upstanding person who was a law-abiding member of society, was concerned 
with people in need, and was deserving of the respect of those around them.14 
As many parents saw it, goodness was not only something that inhered in 
actions themselves. If their children came to habitually manifest certain character 
traits, they would, in essence, be good. For example, if their children told the 
truth, they would “be” honest, which would have positive effects for those around 
them.15 In fact, several parents mentioned that if their efforts to instill virtue 
resulted in their children becoming good people, they would have made their own 
                                                 
 14. Of course, for the immigrants, the word citizen also took on an additional meaning—that 
of a legal member of the United States. 
 
 15. As philosopher James Rachels explains, the virtue of truth-telling is a gift to a wider 
society because it makes possible the interpersonal trust upon which society’s existence 
depends. If no one had any reason for believing that one’s intercutors were telling the truth, even 
the most minimal collective actions would be impossible. James Rachels, The Elements of Moral 
Philosophy, 4th ed (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2003), 25–26. 
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contribution to society. In the words of one mother, “It is just the most awesome 
thing to try to create these beings that can be positive influences on the world.”16 
 This emphasis on teaching virtue is interesting given the pervasive 
perception that children are primarily good, not sinful, beings. Although it seems 
somewhat contradictory that children would need to be taught something that is 
already part of their essential being, this actually accords with the propositions of 
Enlightenment thinkers such as Rousseau, Adam Smith, and David Hume, who 
held that human beings were naturally endowed with moral sentiments of 
benevolence and sympathy, yet nevertheless needed moral training in order to 
fully cultivate them.17 Parents wanted their children to express these sentiments, 
although they generally used other terms such as kindness, respect, 
compassion, and empathy. They often spoke of encouraging desired traits of 
goodness without tying them to any particular context. Virtues of respect, 
compassion, and the like were desired characteristics of the person, regardless 
of setting.  
 When parents described the moral training they undertook with their 
children, they reported talking to their children about the importance of pro-social 
traits. For example, one father said, “We try to teach moral values, we try to 
                                                 
 16. A few parents noted how they had come themselves to be more giving people as a result 
of having become parents, and described specific people they knew who were either lonely or 
selfish because they had no children to care for and love. 
 
 17. David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (Amherst, NY: Prometheus 
Books, 2004), 8–10, 60–67; Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile (Sioux Falls, SD: NuVision 
Publications, 2009), 193–200; Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 11–17, 260–61; Jack Russell Weinstein, Adam Smith’s 
Pluralism: Rationality, Education, and the Moral Sentiments (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2013), 70–81, 102. 
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teach ethical values like, ‘You must be honest regardless of how hard it is. You 
must be honest, but you must be honest in a loving way.’” As important as verbal 
pronouncements were, however, many parents said that it was more important 
that children see them modeling kindness themselves. Thus, parents made sure 
children were present when they did things like writing checks to charity or 
performing acts of community service. Whether taught with words or deeds, 
parents described to me their intentional efforts to cultivate children whose lives 
would benefit others. 
 In various forms of generosity and service, parents and children 
downplayed an egoist ethic in favor of an ethic of self-giving. Parents encouraged 
children to be generous with their “time, talent, and treasure.”18 This could mean 
giving money and material goods, whether their own or those of their parents. It 
could mean using their able bodies to perform manual labor for charitable 
organizations or elderly neighbors. And it could mean using their relational, 
organizational, leadership, and creative skills for things like visiting residents of 
nursing homes, presiding over a school’s Red Cross club, or knitting clothes for 
neonates in local hospitals. 
 During interviews, many parents expressed great pride when their children 
used their resources to benefit others, and were especially pleased when they 
did so on their own initiative. However, since not all children were eager to help 
                                                 
 18. The phrase “time, talent, and treasure” was used by a Catholic couple, and is commonly 
employed in churches to promote giving. Although the origins of the phrase are unclear, its use in 
print dates back to at least 1852. Barry Popik, “Time, Talent, and Treasure,” The Big Apple, July 
12, 2009, http://www.barrypopik.com/index.php/new_york_city/entry/time_talent_and_treasure. 
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others, parents sometimes overrode their children’s autonomy and forced them 
to do other-centered things (which they sometimes called getting their children 
“out of their comfort zone”). This willingness to override another master value that 
they may have held (and to accept push-back from their unmotivated children) 
testifies to the importance of virtue for many parents. Sometimes the need to 
cultivate goodness outweighed the value of autonomy. 
 We have seen already that parents frequently expressed the desire that 
their children carry a benevolent character into every context. We have also seen 
that they sometimes had specific beneficiaries in mind, first and foremost 
members of their own family. But when thinking about the larger outside world, 
the most frequently mentioned beneficiaries of goodness were the economically 
“less fortunate.” Of course, the comparative nature of this designation indicates 
the existence of those (including the families in this study) whose greater amount 
of material resources made them “more fortunate.” As noted earlier, most parents 
wanted their children to establish a career that would allow them to have money, 
since money would serve as a buffer against adversity and anxiety and make 
possible a comfortable and happy life. However, many parents also saw that if 
their children had money, they could use it to help lessen the adversity and 
anxiety of others who were not so well-off. 
 The desire to engage children in learning to help others was not, however, 
without irony. Many of these parents helped to perpetuate socio-economic 
segregation by self-sorting into neighborhoods with high-quality education. This 
 
 235
meant that their children were sequestered from the poor, which in turn could 
lead to a skewed sense of normalcy and a mindset of material entitlement in their 
children. To counteract these things, parents could take two approaches. Some 
tried “upward comparison” by informing their children that, no matter how much 
money they made, someone would always have more than them. Others 
engaged in “downward comparison” by exposing their children to the lives of the 
less fortunate. Some did this through media such as television and radio.19 More 
effectively, they arranged direct exposure to the underprivileged through 
volunteering, which they sometimes did together as a family. One mother 
described her hopes to do so in the near future with her children, saying, 
I would like [my children] to see underprivileged children and people. So 
they can value what they have, and they can also develop that desire to 
help out. . . . [T]hat that would be nice . . . if I could take them, and go 
volunteer somewhere, so they could really get a sense of that. I think [my 
son] especially; I’d like him to experience seeing another child who doesn’t 
have a cell phone, (laughter) [who] doesn’t have the iPod touch; he’s just 
struggling to get food, you know, his family doesn’t even have enough 
food. I’d like him to empathize, and see that, and think about how he could 
help. 
 
 Not all parents were as eager to encourage such direct contact as a 
means for encouraging empathy. The problem with getting close enough to the 
“less fortunate” was that children would be exposed to harsh realities of life that 
would threaten their innocent and carefree spirits. Some parents, thinking that 
                                                 
 19. By exposing their children to the less fortunate, parents were effectively shaping their 
children’s environment. As we have seen, this, along with speaking to children and modeling 
certain forms of behavior, were primary ways of transmitting the value of pro-sociality. The fourth 
method of transmitting values, discipline, was less prominent, although was used occasionally 
when children were rude or mean to others. 
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their children were still too young to be faced with such things, chose not to 
encourage direct encounters. As some parents could attest, the possibility for 
adverse reactions was real. One mother described how she introduced her 
daughter to the less fortunate only to find that she did not take it well. “[My 
daughter] does Girl Scouts and we went to a homeless shelter when she was in 
the seventh grade, and we served ice cream to these people. It really bothered 
her. You know she is very sensitive so she got very sad, to the point where she 
doesn’t want to go back. And I’m like, ‘That’s fine. You know, it’s just fine.’ But it 
can be disturbing.” Although the outcome could not have been predicted 
beforehand, for this mother, and for other parents for whom self-giving was a 
master value, it was nonetheless worth the risk to expose their children to 
poverty. After all, to refrain from doing so would not eliminate all risk. Rather, it 
would only accept the alternative risk that their children might grow up with a 
limited and entitled mindset based on having experienced only lifestyles of 
relative privilege. 
 Of course, there was no guarantee that creating experiences that crossed 
socio-economic lines would create lasting change in the outlooks of young 
people. In fact, one mother spoke of the tendency among more privileged youth 
to use community service only as something to put on their college resume. 
Having money allowed them to serve in remote places, but these temporary and 
unique experiences did not affect their daily lives closer to home. She said, 
A lot of the kids now they want to get an application in. They want to go do 
something to help the poor people. And I think that’s wonderful, and it’s 
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true, but . . . that’s offered to kids of privilege who can afford to take the 
summer and go to some place that truly is exotic to them. . . . And they 
take all the cute little pictures that they show to everyone, and it’s like, “It’s 
the best thing I ever did, [and then later] this summer I’m going to Paris 
with my family.” . . . So that kind of charitable work to me does not mean 
as much as doing something in your own town for people who have little. 
Or go to Ruggleston, go forty minutes away. Why do you have to go to 
another country? . . . Open your eyes to the needy people who are right 
here as well. 
 
While this mother speculated such trips to remote locales were mostly tools for 
self-benefit, other parents vouched for their power to alter their children’s 
perspective towards others in meaningful and lasting ways. Placing their children 
in new environs not only allowed them to consider different priorities, but to bring 
a newfound social conscience back with them. 
 It is also evident from the interviews, however, that children and youth did 
not need to go on long trips in order to serve. Although the level of overall need 
may have been greater elsewhere, there were some forms of need that knew no 
geographical boundaries. Within their own neighborhoods lived elderly people 
who had difficulty maintaining their property. At school, children could befriend 
those who were experiencing loneliness or stand up for those experiencing 
bullying. Even closer to home, children could offer respect and love to their family 
members. And in any geographical space, forgiveness could be requested and 
granted to mend broken relationships. 
 As we consider the scope of concern that parents and their children 
exhibited in their generosity, we should mention a particular cultural difference 
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described by the Indian immigrant parents in the study. 20 Running alongside a 
view of Americans as materialistic and individualistic, these immigrants saw 
Americans as a generous people who, no matter the size of their income, use 
their resources to assist a wider range of beneficiaries than Indians typically 
would. One father summarized: 
In India, you have to help your friends and family much more than you do 
in America. Like, if my brother-in-law lost his job and needed money, he 
would assume that we would give them large quantities of money to get 
them through whatever they needed to get through. Where[as] here, . . . 
their problem is their problem a little bit more. But on the flip side of things, 
in India nobody helps a stranger. If someone is dying on the side of the 
road, they will die. Where[as] in America, [if] someone is in an accident on 
the side of the road, everyone will stop and help them, even random 
strangers. 
 
Unlike Americans, one mother claimed that people in India were apathetic: “Oh 
yeah, there was a fire [in India] and ten thousand people died or whatever. And it 
is all forgotten and it is over. Here [in America] there is a voice; it’s just 
concerned for things that are larger than your immediate circle.”21 While this 
                                                 
 20. In an interesting section of one interview, a father actually claimed that Indians in America 
were more materialistic than Americans because they talked more frequently about the types of 
house and car they owned. His wife attributed this to the greater-than-average emphasis on 
material well-being that caused them to immigrate in the first place. Neither of them considered, 
however, that Americans’ silence on the topic of money might be a taboo set in place to mask 
socio-economic differences. 
 
 21. In India, there do exist long-standing social practices of seva (service) and dana 
(donation), so concern for human need beyond the family and friends is present there as well. 
Vijay Nath, Dāna, Gift System in Ancient India, C. 600 B.C.-C. A.D. 300: A Socio-Economic 
Perspective (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers, 1987); Carey Anthony Watt, Serving 
the Nation: Cultures of Service, Association, and Citizenship (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005); Maria Heim, Theories of the Gift in South Asia: Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain Reflections on 
Dāna, Religion in History, Society, and Culture, v. 9 (New York: Routledge, 2004). Statistically, 
however, the proportion of Indians who donate to charity, volunteer with organizations, and help 
strangers is less than that of Americans. John Low, World Giving Index 2013 (Charities Aid 
Foundation, December 2013), 
https://www.cafonline.org/PDF/WorldGivingIndex2013_1374AWEB.pdf. According to one mother 
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mother claimed that young people in India had begun to speak up a bit more on 
behalf of social change, another mother claimed that a growing social class 
division and the influence of the West had created a modern India in which 
people (including children) had allowed a lust for material things to eclipse their 
concern for the poor. 
Today’s India is very different from the India that I grew up, in I feel. . . . 
People were not money-hungry as much as they are now. So the rich are 
getting richer and the poor are getting poorer. And the gap is just 
increasing so much. And the rich . . . just want to make sure that their lot is 
taken care of. . . . It’s just the rich wanting . . . to be rich and the heck with 
the rest of the world, or the population or whatever. And that’s what it is I 
see. 
 
These parents did not want greediness or selfishness for their own children. 
Instead, they wanted the best from both cultural worlds: to maintain India’s 
emphasis on helping and respecting family and friends, but also to adopt the 
American propensity for generosity on behalf of the less privileged and the wider 
world. 
 So far in this chapter, almost everything we have noted as pro-social (e.g. 
giving money, spending time, and using abilities) has entailed activity done for 
the benefit of others. There was, however, another form that was more passive, 
yet equally important for some parents. Instead of the benefactor deciding what 
                                                                                                                                                 
in my study, as well as Erica Bornstein, Disquieting Gifts: Humanitarianism in New Delhi 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012), 64–86, part of this disparity could be attributed to 
Indians’ skepticism about humanitarianism routed through NGOs, since many of these 
organizations are commonly viewed as corrupt. For a view of nascent attempts in India to create 
“experiences” of volunteering for young people, see Erica Bornstein, “Volunteer Experience,” in 
What Matters? Ethnographies of Value in a Not So Secular Age, ed. Courtney Bender and Ann 
Taves (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 119–43. 
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was good for someone else and going out and doing it for them, this form of 
caring meant letting others determine the good for themselves, and accepting 
their wishes to live as they chose. This tolerance could be as simple as stopping 
to consider someone’s background before forming judgments about them. It 
could be choosing to focus on the positive rather than the negative aspects of 
other people. It could be part of the cosmopolitan outlook and appreciation of 
cultural diversity described in the last chapter. And it could also be a tolerance, 
acceptance, or defense of different, culturally contested lifestyles. As one couple 
explained, “We have a lot of gay friends. . . . [Our eldest daughter’s] godfather is 
gay, and we really want the girls to grow up feeling that different lifestyles are 
okay, and it’s not something that we judge. . . . We want to foster in them a 
culture of acceptance, of whatever it is.” For one immigrant mother, this lifestyle 
tolerance was something that she found to be a hallmark of American culture, 
and which she greatly appreciated. In India, she said, she would have 
experienced greater stigma for being a divorcee. Overall, she said “I like the non-
judgmental aspect of Americans. I feel like Indians are a lot more judgmental. I 
find Americans very accepting of people, their backgrounds, who they are, what 
they do, at least the Americans that I know.” 
 As noted earlier in this chapter, a liberal society (in theory) is one which 
asserts no particular definition of the good, but rather allows for individuals to 
define it for themselves and to pursue their own goals. This is applicable to the 
present study’s discussion of the relation between master values precisely 
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because this tolerant form of considering others mirrors the ideals of a liberal 
society. With tolerance, there exists a close connection between the values of 
pro-sociality and autonomy, since tolerance affirms the autonomy of others to live 
as they see fit.22 Of course, it is not surprising that parents saw certain limits to 
this. People should not perform illegal acts, and their own children should avoid 
disreputable or harmful activities such as dealing or consuming drugs or dancing 
in strip clubs. They also should not restrict the autonomy of others or look the 
other way when others restricted it. As one father put it in a letter to his son, “I 
sincerely hope that you will become a man of tolerance, but at the same time I 
also wish that you would have the courage to not tolerate intolerance.” 
 In addition to tolerance, we can identify one final type of giving—namely, 
care for the earth and its non-human creatures. Although less direct than 
targeted giving to people, all humans (and animals) would benefit from healthier 
spaces in which to dwell. Often parents for whom this was important spoke in 
general terms about the need to “care about the environment,” be “green,” sense 
“responsibility to your planet,” and be “compassionate for nature.”23 When they 
spoke more specifically, they mentioned daily activities in which they required 
their children to participate—such as respectful care for pets and other animals, 
                                                 
 22. As Adam B. Seligman, “Tolerance, Tradition and Modernity,” Cardozo Law Review 24 
(April 2003): 1650–53, reminds us, tolerance is more than just a tolerance of individuals, but of 
individuals as members of groups with particular social identities. 
 
 23. The same Indian woman who a few pages back lauded Americans for being less 
apathetic than Indians (who lived in India) about things that were not in their immediate circle 
added that she hoped her daughter would adopt the concern for the environment that she found 
in her new country. “In India, she said, “if someone cut down a tree, no one would care.” 
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conserving water by limiting the frequency of baths or showers, and (most 
frequently) recycling. When their children were adults, one mother mentioned 
they might tackle systemic issues of environmental degradation, but while their 
children were young, parents used more limited, age-appropriate ways of 
inculcating this value. 
Altruism and Other Master Values 
 Stepping back now to look at the social forces that either helped or 
hindered parents in their efforts to foster generous habits and outlooks in their 
children, we encounter a number of familiar themes from this and other chapters, 
as well as some new connections that highlight altruism’s (mostly) competitive 
relations with the other central goods identified in this study. 
Although it is at least conceivable that parents could have envisioned a 
conflict between the value of individual physical health and that of doing good 
(e.g. one must deny oneself food to feed people who are starving, one must risk 
disease to tend to the sick, etc.), the parents in my study gave few indications 
that they saw much conflict between the two, or even that they had thought much 
about the matter. The only exceptions were a father and a mother (from different 
families) who were somewhat hesitant to let their children attend church-
sponsored service trips to distant parts of the country, since the locations were 
potentially a bit dangerous and their children would be out of range of their 
supervision. Overall, though, health and safety concerns did not often deter 
parents from letting their children serve, since most of the things children wanted 
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to do posed little risk to their health. More frequently, service was constrained by 
other factors. 
 Social norms and ideals could play both a helping and hindering role for 
parents in developing their children’s dispositions. The social value of personal 
autonomy could align with doing good when tolerance was granted to individuals’ 
varied views and lifestyles. Yet if these parents’ children exercised that autonomy 
by choosing to pursue only their own interests instead of helping the family or the 
wider society, the value of autonomy became a hindrance, and parents were 
forced to decide whether or not to override their indifference or resistance to 
service by requiring them to help others. As noted by Indian immigrants, the fact 
that volunteering and charity on behalf of the earth, the less fortunate, and 
society as a whole was itself a prominent cultural ideal (or at least more pominent 
than in India) could encourage parents and their children to exercise their 
autonomy in these domains.24 However, parents from a wide range of 
backgrounds also saw America promoting the norm of conspicuous materialism, 
as marketers promised their children that consuming products would make them 
happy, and peers in affluent neighborhoods and schools told their children that 
the ability to buy “stuff” was the measure of success that would allow them to fit 
                                                 
 24. As Christian Smith notes in a study of emerging adults, many Americans do not envision 
a conflict between personal autonomy and volunteering because they see no duty or obligation to 
help others. In their eyes, if someone chooses to adopt a lifestyle of service to others, that is fine, 
but such service is in no way mandatory. Smith, Souls in Transition, 68. A conflict between the 
two would only arise if you tried to force someone to serve or if you declared action on behalf of 
others as something morally incumbent upon all persons in a society. 
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in. The market had trained their children in the art of choosing,25 given them a 
sense of autonomy, and encouraged them to use that autonomy to pursue the 
value of personal happiness to the exclusion of the well-being of others. A self-
centered focus on “getting” instead of “giving” was the result. 
 If we look at the resources of time, talent and treasure, however, having a 
surplus of money and material goods could be beneficial if one was of the mind 
to pass them on to those in need. After all, one could afford to donate clothing or 
toys to a thrift store only if one had the resources to replace them. Parents 
modeled generosity in the present with their own financial resources, and hoped 
that their children would do the same in the future with their own money—
provided they could secure a well-paying job, that is. Parents also saw 
discretionary time as important. If their children were overextended with school 
and extracurricular activities, or they themselves were single working parents or 
dual-income families, the time they had to volunteer could be quite limited. 
However, if they had the financial resources for one parent to stay home, it made 
it much easier to incorporate community service into the rhythms of family life. 
 In terms of children’s skills and abilities, it was sometimes difficult to find 
things for younger children to do for others, since they had not yet developed the 
capacities necessary to meet many of the world’s needs. When they got older, 
particularly into the high school years, opportunities became more plentiful. And 
                                                 
 25. Markella B. Rutherford, “Children’s Autonomy and Responsibility: An Analysis of 
Childrearing Advice,” Qualitative Sociology 32, no. 4 (December 2009): 338, doi:10.1007/s11133-
009-9136-2. 
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as adults in the world of paid labor, they could use those talents to contribute or 
give back to society. However, a precarious job market made it uncertain 
whether they would find a job in which they could make use of those talents. 
Moreover, if they pursued an explicitly others-focused job in the non-profit sector, 
it might not pay well, meaning they would risk an increase in anxiety from living 
paycheck-to-paycheck, effectively placing their happiness at risk.26 
 Parents also sometimes found the desire to inculcate the value of social 
concern running up against the two schemata of childhood described in Chapter 
Three. In their pursuit of an innocent and carefree childhood for their offspring, 
they feared that exposure to material poverty and other forms of need could 
overwhelm children and shatter their sense of the world as a good and safe 
place. And preparing children for adulthood could also conflict with efforts to 
develop generous persons. For one, the desire for good education that led 
parents to enroll their children in private schools or to populate neighborhoods in 
good public school districts effectively segregated their children from those with 
fewer financial resources, creating a mentality of entitlement and lack of 
awareness of “how the other half lives.”27 Moreover, as a few parents saw it, the 
pursuit of superior grades and other forms of concerted cultivation were part of 
                                                 
 26. This is one of the reasons why the medical profession was popular among parents. Not 
only was it possible to help people, but the job provided financially security as well. 
 
 27. As we have seen, this is not the only form of isolation that mattered to parents. Although 
not directly related to the schemata of childhood, immigrant parents (particularly those from India) 
reported that the geographical isolation of the nuclear family from extended kin made it more 
difficult for them to inculcate in their children a respect for their elders. 
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an ethic of competition that was wholly self-absorbed and allowed no room for 
focus on others. One mother described her determination not to let that happen, 
saying 
A lot of people get caught up in the rat race of, we have to get them into 
preschool by three and we have to do this and we have to do that. You 
know, schedule, schedule, schedule, and they have to learn music and 
they have to learn language and we have to do this because we have to 
keep up with all the other kids that are getting smarter. It was never my 
intention to raise Einstein. It was my intention to raise a good, kind soul, a 
good person that would grace the earth. 
 
However, this mother’s perspective on concerted cultivation was not the entire 
story, since other parents pointed out that intensive preparation for adulthood 
increased their children’s long-run prospects of securing jobs that would 
contribute to society—either directly through the work itself or by providing a 
surplus of income that could be used to assist those in need. 
Benefiting Oneself 
 Up to this point, we have largely portrayed the values of happiness and 
altruism in oppositional terms—as individualistic concern for one’s own 
experiential happiness and satisfaction (i.e. “faring well”) versus a communal and 
other-centered pro-sociality (i.e. “doing good”). As this section will show, 
however, parents did not always view the relation between benefits for the self 
and benefits for others in this way. 
 Some parents had qualms with personal happiness as the primary goal in 
life because they disliked the thought of their children being “selfish,” “self-
centered,” and “self-absorbed.” These parents saw nothing wrong with the self 
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per se, and they certainly did not want their children consumed by self-hatred or 
denying themselves for the sake of mere denial. Although parents occasionally 
used the word “selfless,” they did not mean by this that they never wanted their 
children to focus on or take care of themselves. For instance, no one advocated 
a life of extreme asceticism that would damage their children’s health. The simple 
desire that they wanted their children to brush their teeth regularly (among other 
self-care activities described in Chapter Two) proves this to be so. Rather, what 
parents did want was for their children to see themselves in relation to others, to 
care for others, and not to use others merely as means to meet their own 
desires. 
 Parents disagreed somewhat on the degree to which they wanted their 
children to think of the needs of others. Some did describe a prioritization of 
others above self—serving others “at the expense” of their own time, 
“sacrific[ing]” for family and others, and considering others “before self.” Others 
were fine with a greater degree of self-interest, as long as children were not “just” 
focusing on themselves. 
 Indeed, parents sometimes deemed focus on the self to be necessary or 
good. Some mentioned that it was important to have self-respect and not allow 
oneself to be taken advantage of. A few expressed gratitude for the constant 
care their mothers gave, but also wished they had taken a break occasionally to 
 
 248
care for themselves.28 As others noted, only by taking care of oneself was one 
capable of taking care of others. 
 Most important in this discussion, however, was the insight that helping 
others held benefit not only for others, but also for the self. As already noted, 
parents saw the benefit of their children serving the less fortunate because of the 
way it countered their senses of entitlement and acquisitiveness.29 To that, we 
should add that volunteering or other forms of self-giving could give children a 
sense of purpose in life that was greater than merely pursuing pleasure. 
Ironically, however, a significant number of parents also described their 
motivation for service in utilitarian terms, noting that a key benefit of helping 
others was the pleasure that accompanied it.30 Instead of standing in opposition 
to doing good, psychological happiness could actually derive from it. 
 This raises the possibility, then, that augmenting the well-being of others 
could be either an intrinsic value or an instrumental value. For instance, one 
mother told her children in a letter, “Lend a helping hand whenever you can 
because it is a wonderful feeling to know that you have helped someone.” In 
essence, she encouraged her children to serve based on the emotional payoff 
                                                 
 28. As mentioned in Chapter Four (note 47), Indian mothers in particular were known to 
orient their entire lives around the well-being of other family members. Parents in my study from 
India were divided on whether this was a good thing. 
 
 29. Relevant to this motivation of service as a vehicle for self-improvement is the “moral 
selving” identified in Rebecca Anne Allahyari, Visions of Charity: Volunteer Workers and Moral 
Community (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).  
 
 30. For a fuller description of the various moral languages used by Americans to describe 
their motivations for service, see Robert Wuthnow, Acts of Compassion: Caring for Others and 
Helping Ourselves (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991). 
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received by the giver. In other words, her children were to give in order to get—a 
motivation for service that would be in line with that of a large number of her 
fellow Americans.31 Another mother took a slightly different angle, affirming this 
instrumental means of appealing to her daughter, but with the deeper goal of 
instilling enduring patterns of behavior. As she told her husband, “Just like she 
wrote that little card to your aunt, she’s going to feel good doing that. . . . And you 
want to continue to get that kind of feeling by doing good things. . . . [In] Girl 
Scouts, . . . we have to do a lot of volunteer stuff. . . . And she’ll get that good 
feeling and it becomes a part of your habits.” In the view of this mother, feelings 
were the means to get to something deeper—the building of her daughter’s long-
term character. 
 In some cases, parents perceived benefits to the self that were more than 
just feelings of satisfaction. Although we will describe the Hindu version of karma 
later in this chapter, we should note a variant expressed by a small but widely 
dispersed group of parents from other religious (and non-religious) traditions. 
These parents held that if one did good deeds, one could expect to receive 
benefits (beyond the emotional pleasure of knowing one had helped someone), 
not from the direct recipient of one’s kindness, but from another yet-to-be-
determined source later in this life.32 Sometimes they used the word karma to 
                                                 
 31. Ibid., 86–117. 
 
 32. For a fuller explanation of this non-Hindu karma as seen among America’s emerging 
adults, see Smith, Souls in Transition, 47–8. Its presence in my study and in Ammerman, Sacred 
Stories, Spiritual Tribes, 45 indicates that it may be somewhat prevalent among slightly older 
Americans as well. 
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describe this, and sometimes they used other phrases such as “pay[ing] it 
forward,” “put[ting] out good to get good back,” doing good so that it will “come 
around” or “come back to you,” “ the “circle of life,” and “you reap what you 
sow.”33 Instead of the Golden Rule’s “Do to others what you would have them do 
to you,” this generalized, non-Hindu Karmic Rule exhorted people to “Do unto 
others so that someone eventually will do unto you.” 
 However, such focus on benefits to the self may actually be 
counterproductive. In Chapter Four, we noted one woman’s argument that, within 
the context of a religious congregation, the deepest relational connections came 
about as a result of a shared focus on God rather than by focusing on 
relationships as ends in themselves. Something similar seems to be the case 
with altruistic behavior. In a recent empirical study, Christian Smith and Hilary 
Davidson suggest that those who serve experience the greatest happiness when 
the well-being of others, and not the emotional satisfaction of the giver, is the 
primary goal.34 In my study, one mother expressed this insight in terms of mutual 
giving within relationships. Along with her conviction that happiness itself was not 
the ultimate goal, she stated, “I would [like my daughter] . . . to love and to be 
loved. . . . I think with that would come a certain sense of joyfulness. It would 
have to; that is part of the deal.” For this woman, the master values of 
                                                 
 33. As an example of how this non-Hindu version of karma could be meshed with other 
religious traditions, this final statement—”you reap what you sow”—was used by a Catholic 
mother and is found in the Bible (in Galatians 6:7). 
 
 34. Smith and Davidson, The Paradox of Generosity. 
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psychological happiness and concern for others were not necessarily opposed. 
Loving others was a source of happiness, which was attained primarily when the 
good of the other, and not the happiness of oneself, was the goal. 
The Religious Factor 
 In Habits of the Heart, Bellah and his associates consider religion (i.e. the 
“biblical” tradition) as one of two strains of America’s cultural heritage that have 
stood in opposition to the now-regnant traditions of utilitarian and expressive 
individualism. Although it once held greater power to shape private and public 
moral discourse, it is no longer the “first language” that Americans use to make 
sense of their lives.35 Considering the frequency with which that the (mostly) 
religious parents in my study spoke of personal happiness, satisfaction, and 
fulfillment, one could argue that even for them utilitarian and expressive 
individualism had become the dominant moral language. Yet we have already 
seen in this chapter that this is not the only language they spoke. As we will see 
shortly, when parents spoke of commitment, other-centeredness, and civic 
engagement, they often described their motivations and reasoning in religious 
terms as well. 
The Golden Rule 
 In her investigations of “lived religion” in the United States, Nancy 
Ammerman has observed among middle-class Americans a form of religiosity 
                                                 
 35. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart, 20. 
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that she calls “Golden Rule Christianity,”36 in which the center of one’s moral life 
is “serving others” and “living one’s faith everyday.”37 This ethic is found in the 
words of the Golden Rule itself, where Jesus states simply, “Do to others what 
you would have them do to you,” and in the “Greatest Commandment,” where 
Jesus sums up the teachings of the Hebrew Law and Prophets in the mandates 
to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your mind” and to “Love your neighbor as yourself.”38 
 More interested in practices of kindness than in doctrine (although they did 
believe in some form of “transcendence”),39 these Golden Rule Christians try to 
better the world through relationships and acts of service, rather than through 
evangelism or political action. In my study, a minority of Christian parents did 
want their children to witness to others (which they saw as doing good, since 
converts would experience both temporal and eternal rewards), and even fewer 
desired that their children become political activists. The vast majority, however, 
were of the Golden Rule variety. In fact, if we broaden our gaze to include 
parents of other sacred traditions, we find Golden Rule Hindus and Muslims as 
                                                 
 36. Indeed, Ammerman speculates that Golden Rule “may in fact be the most predominant 
form of religiosity among middle-class suburban Americans.” Ammerman, “Golden Rule 
Christianity,” 199. This contention is supported by her later work, Ammerman, Sacred Stories, 
Spiritual Tribes, 25, 213–25. 
 
 37. Ammerman, Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes, 214. 
 
 38. The Golden Rule is found in Matthew 7:12 and Luke 6:31 and the Greatest 
Commandment is found in Matthew 22:36-40, Mark 12:28-31, and Luke 10:25-27. 
 
 39. For Ammerman, this adherence to transcendence, along with church attendance, is what 
made the Golden Rule Christians “Christian,” and not just followers of a universalistic morality. 
Ammerman, “Golden Rule Christianity,” 207–8. 
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well. This may not be entirely surprising, since most religions have an ethical 
code that approximates the Christian Golden Rule.40 Indeed, for scholars of 
religion, ethics (along with mysticism or spiritual experience) has always been 
one of the dimensions of greatest commensurability between sacred traditions.41 
And if we go further and remove the parameters of belief in transcendence or 
institutional affiliation, then the Atheists and non-attendees were also followers of 
a Golden Rule ethic. 
 We will return to the unaffiliated later in this chapter; for now, we will place 
our attention on what Ammerman calls “Golden Rule congregations.”42 To this 
point in our study, congregations have been relatively absent. In parents’ 
accounts of bringing up their children, congregations played little role in helping 
to achieve a healthy life and only a somewhat larger role in the provision of 
happiness—primarily as sites of relationship with other humans and with God. As 
parents talked about teaching their children to be good persons, however, 
congregations came to the fore. Among other things, these institutions 
encouraged service among community members through expectations, 
theological resources, and infrastructure. In the section that follows, we will 
examine these things, beginning in general terms and then moving on to 
                                                 
 40. H. T. D Rost, The Golden Rule: A Universal Ethic (Oxford: G. Ronald, 1986); Jeffrey 
Wattles, The Golden Rule (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). 
 
 41. Stephen R. Prothero, God Is Not One: The Eight Rival Religions That Run the World—
and Why Their Differences Matter (New York: HarperOne, 2010), 2, 5. 
 
 42. Ammerman, “Golden Rule Christianity,” 209–10. 
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tradition-specific ways that a Golden Rule ethic matters for parents and their 
communities. In doing so, we will show how the Golden Rule is implicated in a 
number of larger (and sometimes contested) cultural developments that are 
highly consequential for understanding the tenor of religion and the social 
location of various traditions in America.  
 In the last chapter, we mentioned Christian Smith’s assertion that the 
primary religious faith of American young people is “Moralistic, Therapeutic 
Deism.”43 Although there we focused on the therapeutic part, here we turn our 
attention to the degree to which Americans expect that God (and religion) helps 
people to be good. As Smith notes, religious congregations are often seen as 
“elementary schools of morals,”44 which accords with the understanding of a 
number of parents in my study. They took their children to church, in part, to give 
them a moral compass that would guide them throughout their lives. In Chapter 
Two we saw that this could include learning to refrain from personal vices. Here 
we see that it also includes learning the virtues of caring for others. 
 In many cases, the ethical discourse parents used to describe the 
goodness they desired for their children contained explicitly religious language 
drawn from their congregation and religious tradition. In fact, although we have 
seen occasional religious justifications for social attitudes and behaviors in 
previous chapters, it is noteworthy that parents gave religious reasons and 
                                                 
 43. Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers. 
 
 44. Smith, Souls in Transition, 149–50. 
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motivations for other-centered behavior much more frequently than they did for 
any of the other master values discussed so far (health, happiness, and 
autonomy). Sometimes these included direct quotations of the Golden Rule and 
Greatest Commandment themselves, and sometimes they were other tradition-
specific resources.45 
 In addition to this, congregations often provided infrastructure to facilitate 
their members’ service. In some cases, this was as simple as friends and co-
religionists gathering together frequently enough to learn of and meet one 
another’s needs. In other cases, helping others was much more formalized. We 
have noted already that schools sometimes organize and promote avenues for 
children to engage in community service (and parents mostly agreed that schools 
promote altruistic behavior to the extent they are able). Much more frequently, 
however, parents and their children turned to churches and their partner 
organizations for organized connections to service opportunities.46 In most of the 
congregations, opportunities were provided for members of all ages to offer their 
time, talent, and treasure in support of the religious community itself, whether 
setting up and serving meals for various functions, donating money to help pay 
salaries and bills, serving on organizational committees,47 helping to lead 
                                                 
 45. These Golden Rule parents did not always cite religious reasons for pro-social behavior, 
although when they did, it showed that belief did matter on a certain level. 
 
 46. This is not to say that schools did not have partner organizations, too. In fact, much of 
what they did was in conjunction with the Red Cross and other civic organizations. 
 
 47. Serving on committees was mostly an option for adults, although the Episcopal parish did 
reserve a spot on its governing board for a congregant in his or her teen years. 
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congregational singing, or merely offering friendship and an encouraging word to 
others who needed it. Moreover, congregations promoted various ways for their 
members to channel their resources to those outside the walls of the church 
through various religious and secular agencies.48 No matter the specific tradition, 
people were learning to be good by participating in caring communities. 
Cases: Congregations, Traditions, and the Golden Rule 
 Nevertheless, tradition does matter. Each religious tradition shapes the 
Golden Rule in its own way. Because this research includes a broader religious 
base than Ammerman’s original work,49 we can examine the way parents who 
are Hindus, Muslims, Atheists, and congregationally unaffiliated understand the 
task of raising good children. In doing so, we will see how the contours of pro-
sociality differ from tradition to tradition, and how these sometimes involve other 
dimensions of religiosity, including belief, identity, and ritual practices. 50 And we 
                                                 
 48. For a description of the way that American congregations partner with other organizations 
for social outreach, see Nancy Tatom Ammerman, Pillars of Faith: American Congregations and 
Their Partners (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 158–205. 
 
 49. In her recent book Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes, Ammerman examines the presence of 
a Golden Rule spirituality as it exists beyond the confines of Christian congregations. However, 
since she is more interested in observing the Golden Rule across various societal domains than 
within specific religious traditions, there is little elaboration on tradition-specific forms of the 
Golden Rule (although she does mention a Golden Rule Judaism in which mitzvot [acts of human 
generosity] play a prominent role and that tolerant forms of pro-sociality predominate among the 
religiously unaffiliated). Ammerman, Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes, 45, 217. 
 
 50. Because this is not a full congregational study, but rather a study of parents within 
congregations, these items are suggestive, not exhaustive. We will not explore the relative 
weighting of each component of religiosity for every group, but we will call attention to 
components that are particularly salient or interesting. 
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will pay attention to the ways that Golden Rule practices of different groups are 
shaped by the larger social and religious contexts within which they are enacted.  
Liberal Protestants 
Viewed through the lens of Ammerman’s work, Liberal Protestants in my 
study were the quintessential Golden Rule Christians, privileging socially 
beneficial action above doctrine or belief. The turn from doctrine to ethics is, of 
course, not new. As historian William Hutchison describes, liberal Christians of a 
century ago were often criticized by conservative Christians for their desire to be 
inclusive and tolerant, and were sometimes accused of having a “disdain for 
doctrine itself.”51 If anyone could be moral, including one’s neighbors who 
adhered to a different religion, ethics became a common denominator to unify 
those who might be at sword points if focus were placed on beliefs, identity, or 
different ritual practices.52 As Hutchison states, this liberal Christian “emphasis 
on ethical behavior, which tended to supplant the orthodox insistence on creedal 
adherence, provided a bridge across the boundary lines.”53 
 For Liberal Protestants in the present study, religious pluralism still 
mattered today. In a diverse world, it was important that people learn to get along 
                                                 
 51. Hutchison, Religious Pluralism in America: The Contentious History of a Founding Ideal, 
146–7. 
 
 52. Interestingly, Hutchison notes that in the first half of the nineteenth century, social 
harmony was predicated more on people behaving the same than believing the same. Thus, 
minority social practices that deviated from the norm actually occasioned more contempt from the 
surrounding society than did alternative beliefs. Ibid., 31. 
 
 53. Ibid., 116. 
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and practice an ethic of tolerance (which Ammerman includes as a form of 
Golden Rule behavior).54 That ethic of tolerance was central to what they valued 
in their congregation. Some parents appreciated that it was a place where their 
children would grow up learning that Christians could and should accept gay 
people. Another was pleased that her child would not grow up hearing that non-
Christians were destined to spend eternity in hell. And others appreciated that 
their church took youth on trips to nearby religious congregations in order to 
cultivate an understanding and appreciation for other sacred traditions. These 
Liberal Protestants lauded Unitarians for their social conscience, and affirmed 
that Buddhists, Jews, and Hindus could all be morally upstanding people. And 
their admission that Atheists could be good people meant that, even though 
ethics was at the heart of religion, religion itself did not contain all goodness. In 
fact, when I asked whether they would prefer that their children become Atheists 
(who do not believe) or fundamentalist Christians (whom they saw as intolerant 
and not very nice), they picked the former.55 
 These Liberal Protestants were also Golden Rule Christians in that they 
were relatively uninterested in political activism or evangelism as forms of social 
                                                 
 54. Ammerman, Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes, 217–19. 
 
 55. Although I only asked this question during one interview, when I posed it to one of the 
rectors and to the religious education director of the parish, they laughed and confirmed that most 
of the parishioners in their church would have given the same answer. On a similar note, James 
K. Wellman, Evangelical vs. Liberal: The Clash of Christian Cultures in the Pacific Northwest 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2008) notes that conservative Protestants, not Atheists, also 
serve as the primary foil for liberal Christians in the Pacific Northwest. In both New England and 
the Pacific Northwest, this is because conservative Christians were the converse of inclusivism 
(e.g. were not accepting of gays, consigned non-believers to hell, and were uninterested in 
religious dialogue). 
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behavior. However, just prior to my interviews, the Episcopal Church had 
declared a new emphasis on evangelism as a means to combat a half century of 
membership decline.56 Some parents expressed discomfort with this (with one 
woman calling it the “dreaded E-word”) because overt expressions of religion 
were taboo in New England. If one spoke openly, one ran the risk of being 
perceived as pushing an agenda on one’s friends, disrespecting their autonomy, 
and thereby damaging the relationship (which, to consider this in terms of 
another fundamental value, would cost both parties some happiness). For this 
reason, some parents (possibly echoing the rhetoric from the pulpit) framed 
evangelism in terms that worked for them. Instead of telling people they were or 
wrong or needed to change, one father explained to me that evangelism was an 
invitation to others to come and share their own stories in the presence of a 
caring community. In this way, one could attempt to draw others in, while still 
maintaining an open and tolerant spirit. 
 The Liberal Protestant emphasis on ethics is more than just a rejection of 
doctrine or an accommodation for religious diversity. It is a positive and active 
engagement in making the world a better place and its members better 
persons—emphases that enjoy a long historical presence in America. When 
parents commended their church’s many opportunities for congregants to 
serve—through direct sponsorship or partnership with other organizations—they 
                                                 
 56. Statistically, the Episcopal Church has seen a downward trend in its membership 
beginning in 1966, when the denomination counted 3,429,153 members. At last count in 2009, 
membership stood at 2,006,343. See http://www.thearda.com/denoms/D_849.asp for details. 
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did so as heirs of centuries of Protestant organization-building efforts that have 
shaped the relatively robust volunteer sector in America today. 
 Nevertheless, a number of these middle- and upper-middle class parents 
were troubled by the socio-economically insular mindsets of their children, and at 
least one mother considered her relatively affluent and socio-economically 
homogenous parish to be of little help. Attending there actually made things 
worse, she said, when she and her ten-year-old son saw the number of luxury 
cars in the parking lot. As children got older, though, parents and church leaders 
deemed it a priority to take them outside of their church and their town. 
Sometimes this meant visits to a church-affiliated soup kitchen in a nearby 
metropolitan area. And sometimes it meant youth group mission trips to other 
parts of the country. In fact, parents saw this latter activity as extremely formative 
for their children. Not only did they do service work while they were on the trips, 
but when they returned parents noted shifts in their perceptions of the world—as 
they had become more conscious of environmental and economic issues, as well 
as more generous to those with fewer financial means. 
 More so than details of any creed, it is clear that promoting the well-being 
of a religiously diverse and hurting world—through active service and toleration 
of difference—was of great import to these parents and their congregation. As we 
will see in the next chapter, it also comprised a central part of their religious 
identity. 
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Evangelical Protestants 
 In the balance between belief and ethical action, the Evangelical 
Protestants in this study were more concerned with belief. Being good, though 
important, was not the “essence” of Christianity nor the primary concern of the 
church. According to one mother, “church is not so much an ethical framework, 
but it’s more of a relationship with God.” In a similar vein, a father opined, “I think 
we can raise our kids to be good people, good citizens . . . without the church, 
right? This is about more than that, right? I mean, this is about God’s purpose for 
us in the world and the outcome of a soul in the afterlife.” In the words of these 
parents, we can see that belief (which initiated a “relationship with God” and 
established the identity that would continue into the life to come) was even more 
important than behavior, as important as that was.57 
Still, we might consider these Evangelical parents to be Golden Rule 
Christians, since they made being good a high priority in their parenting. In their 
terms, it was important for their children to exhibit qualities known as the “fruit of 
the Spirit,” which included love, kindness, and goodness.58 While some research 
on Evangelicals might suggest that witnessing to others or being politically active 
might be important goals, neither were mentioned as often as caring for others. 
                                                 
 57. Although parents did not use the terms specifically, this privileging of belief over behavior 
illustrates the continued power of the longstanding Protestant preference for “faith” over “works.” 
In this line of thinking, only faith in God is salvific. Good works can be positive if they spring from 
the well of faith, but can also be negative if they are inevitably futile attempts to earn salvation 
apart from faith. 
 
 58. This list of qualities is taken from Galatians 5:22-23. 
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Spreading the faith, specifically, has long been considered a defining 
characteristic of the Evangelical movement.59 Although it was held up as an ideal 
in several of the interviews, two explanations come to mind to explain its lesser 
importance in interviews relative to Golden Rule behavior. It could be that doing 
good was a greater point of emphasis at these parents’ church, in line with a 
growing and shifting social conscience among some sectors of Evangelicalism. 
Or it could be that sharing one’s faith was socially awkward for these people as 
well (even if they did see someone’s eternal soul hanging in the balance). In 
some cases, Evangelicals have been known to prefer a form of witnessing called 
“lifestyle evangelism,” which privileges Golden Rule behavior by incorporating it 
into the evangelism strategy. In this approach, one goes out of one’s way to be 
nice to others in the hopes that they will notice and ask about the reason for this 
niceness. At this point, since the other person has broached the subject, a less 
intrusive conversation about religious faith can occur. However, waiting for others 
to make the first move likely limits the amount of faith sharing that actually takes 
place, and witness thus remains at the level of being kind to others. 
Furthermore, these Evangelicals’ desire that their children exhibit love, 
goodness, and kindness did not mean that they embraced the tolerant or 
inclusive form of pro-sociality as readily as did their Liberal Protestant 
counterparts. Indeed, their stances toward gay marriage, identity, and practice 
                                                 
 59. Two key works that define spreading the Gospel as central to the Evangelical movement 
are D. W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s 
(Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 2–12; Alister E. McGrath, Evangelicalism and the Future of 
Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 55–57. 
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were more mixed.60 They were not as eager to admit non-Christians into heaven. 
And they were less interested in interreligious dialogue and understanding.61 
There were other things—particularly inter-racial marriage—of which they were 
likely just as supportive, but they did not describe tolerance itself as a value they 
wanted their children to embrace as often as did Liberal Protestants (or the 
Atheists or unaffiliated, as we will see shortly). 
 Nevertheless, their congregation did facilitate doing good for others in 
several ways.62 Within the community itself, children could be involved in 
activities like singing in the choir, singing or playing an instrument in a youth 
group worship band, helping on the church technology team, teaching younger 
children’s Sunday school and Vacation Bible School classes, and taking tickets 
and serving food at community meals. The youth group took service-oriented 
mission trips, and the church as a whole offered many opportunities for adults 
and children to partner with other organizations in meeting the needs of the wider 
community and world. 
                                                 
 60. On the growing ambivalence among Evangelicals regarding gay and lesbian 
relationships, see Lydia Bean and Brandon C. Martinez, “Evangelical Ambivalence towards Gays 
and Lesbians,” Sociology of Religion 75, no. 3 (2014): 395–417. 
 
 61. The congregation these parents attended did hold an adult education class on Islam, 
although according to the website, the purpose of understanding was to better enable Christians 
to witness to Muslims. Whether this was actually the case, however, is unclear, as one mother 
reported that her mother had taken the class and had said the emphasis was only on 
understanding, and not on converting others. 
 
 62. Although these Evangelical Protestant parents did not weigh in much on the relative 
ranking of pro-social practices and ritual practices, one mother did point out that her desires that 
her children “ love and serve Jesus” went far beyond mere church attendance. Ritual practice, in 
her mind, was not a bad thing, but was not a measure of full dedication to God. 
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 The church was a laboratory of opportunities to get involved in service, 
and it was also a place where an ethic of care was explicitly taught. Sunday 
school classes taught children to follow the example of Jesus and to see religious 
reasons as most fundamental reasons for being good. One mother put it like this: 
“[The Christian faith] tells you why you need to be kind to people. Not because it 
is a nice thing to do, not because if you are nice to people they are kind to you, 
but, because they are made in God’s image, you don’t have a choice. I mean, 
you do have a choice, but if you are choosing to follow God, and the way he 
directs, it gives you a reason for being kind.”63 More than any other group in this 
study, these Evangelicals’ church and tradition also taught them that they were 
doing God’s work in the world. They also taught them that they did not work 
solely out of their own strength, but that God (in the person of the Holy Spirit) 
was empowering them to do “things [that] are not natural or are not generally 
found in the populace—namely, to be humble toward others instead of exalting 
oneself over them.” In fact, the church reinforced and reassured people of this 
spiritual presence, which set them apart from others and allowed them to live in 
opposition to the prideful, self-oriented ways of the world. 
                                                 
 63. This notion of being created in the “image of God” (i.e. imago Dei) comes from the first 
chapter of Genesis, and has a long history of ethical import in the Christian tradition. For a recent 
argument for the way this and other Jewish and Christian ontological understandings and moral 
teachings have provided the historical support for universal human dignity and rights, see 
Christian Smith, “Does Naturalism Warrant a Moral Belief in Universal Benevolence and Human 
Rights?,” in The Believing Primate: Scientific, Philosophical, and Theological Reflections on the 
Origin of Religion, ed. Jeffrey Schloss and Michael J. Murray (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 296–97. 
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 Nevertheless, these were not “fighting fundamentalists” intent on drawing 
the sharpest lines possible between themselves and the religious “other.” Several 
parents acknowledged theoretically that those beyond the category of Christian 
could display virtuous behavior, and they also pointed to real non-Christian 
friends and neighbors whom they said were wonderful people. However, most 
did not believe that other worldviews encouraged concern for others as fully as 
did Christianity. Neither did they believe that non-Christians had the indwelling of 
the Holy Spirit that provided a supernatural boost of love, kindness, and 
goodness. Of course, this did not mean that they claimed to be perfect, since 
they could still make mistakes or ignore the Holy Spirit, but they saw a qualitative 
difference nevertheless. Most of these parents did not proclaim this distinction 
from the mountaintops or street corners (or encourage their children to do so). 
Although they did not explain why in the interviews, it is likely that they were 
aware that, in a religiously diverse society, such sentiments might not be 
received kindly.  
 Therefore, in practice these Evangelicals downplayed the hard edges of 
their sense of difference, neither evangelizing all that much nor being politically 
adversarial. They may have seen themselves as different than others because 
they had established a relationship with God—a relationship that was of much 
greater importance than good works. Yet even though they did not esteem social 
tolerance as highly as their Liberal Protestant brothers and sisters, their everyday 
social concerns and the forms through which they attempted to instill an ethic of 
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care (service in local food pantries, youth group mission trips, etc.) were, 
ironically, very much the same.64 
Roman Catholics 
 As with their Protestant counterparts, the Roman Catholic parents 
expressed a desire that their children contribute to the well-being of those around 
them, and compared to those Protestant counterparts, evangelism and political 
action were even more absent from their conception of benevolent behavior. 
Much like the Protestants, though, they saw the church as central to the teaching 
of goodness, although we will see that it was neither the primary conduit through 
with they or their children served, nor an institution free of its own moral failures 
and shortcomings.  
 The Roman Catholics in my study no longer received moral socialization 
from the “total world” of tightly bounded ethnic communities, as would have been 
the case in the first half of the last century.65 Yet they still expected the church to 
help lay a moral foundation for their children. In the words of one mother, “Going 
to church helps to teach them the golden rules and all the commandments and 
the good stuff.” In fact, as a group, Catholic parents were the most likely in the 
                                                 
 64. These similarities were somewhat ironic because for at least a century liberal and 
conservative Christians have emphasized very different aspects of activism in the world, with 
liberals championing a “social Gospel” that included meeting people’s this-worldly needs, while 
conservatives were more concerned with saving people’s souls for the afterlife. 
 
 65. For an example of the moral world of one of these communities, see Robert A. Orsi, The 
Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880-1950 (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1985). 
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interviews to refer to the title or words of the Golden Rule and Great 
Commandments to justify doing good to others (although they typically did not 
expound with further theological reflection.) 
 During the interviews, parents described several venues in which the 
church taught social virtues to their children. If the children were in the mass with 
their parents, they might hear a homily expounding on the importance of loving 
others, and the same theme could be taught if they were pulled out for the 
Children’s Liturgy of the Word. During sacrament preparation classes, children 
could hear about the importance of being a good person. They could also 
encounter it during monthly family gatherings called “faith festivals,” which had 
recently treated social justice as an annual theme. For instance, parents related 
how the leadership at one such event had illustrated the reality of global food 
disparities by giving some attendees meat, others rice, and some no food at all 
(although they did not mention that any political implications were drawn at the 
time). 
 In terms of contributing within the congregation, children sometimes took 
on the role of altar servers during Mass. Others played guitar or sang in the choir. 
Beyond that, the church gave all parishioners a chance to contribute financially to 
the church, which was in the middle of a campaign to pay off its building debt. 
And although Catholics nationwide are among the least generous groups in 
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terms of financial giving,66 at least some parents in my study required that their 
children set aside part of their allowance to give to church or charity. As for 
serving outside the congregation, the church sponsored a trip for their older 
youth to help rebuild in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. For the most part, though, 
when these Catholic parents and their children volunteered beyond the walls of 
the church, they did so through organizations unconnected to the church, 
although their understandings of the importance of community service were 
nevertheless shaped by their congregation and tradition.  
 The role of Catholicism in the moral formation of children was not 
uncomplicated for these parents, however. Almost all of my interviewees found 
their local parish to be a welcoming environment, but several found fault with the 
Church hierarchy’s official positions on various moral issues.67 Remembering 
their own childhoods, some parents recalled the rigid discipline (in Catholic 
schools and elsewhere) that had instilled an infamous “Catholic guilt.” 
Specifically, two women described how the Church’s stances on divorce and 
remarriage had scarred them and their families.68 They also argued that this 
                                                 
 66. Christian Smith and Michael O. Emerson, Passing the Plate: Why American Christians 
Don’t Give Away More Money (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 29–39. 
 
 67. For one look at the self-understanding of different strains of today’s American Catholics, 
including the liberals who question the Church and press for change, see Brian Starks, “Exploring 
Religious Self-Identification among U.S. Catholics: Traditionals, Moderates, and Liberals,” 
Sociology of Religion 74, no. 3 (Autumn 2013): 314–42, doi:10.1093/socrel/srs075. 
 
 68. For one woman, the problem was the church’s refusal to allow her saintly father to 
divorce a woman that he should never have married in the first place. For the other, it was a 
Catholic priest’s refusal to administer last rites to a woman dying of cancer because of a previous 
divorce and remarriage. 
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inflexible approach was still present in some of the social positions taken by the 
church hierarchy today, particularly with regard to the restriction on priestly 
matrimony and the refusal to open the priesthood to women. One of these 
mothers stated,  
There are plenty of issues that the Catholic religion is absolutely “anti-” or 
“pro-” that maybe I don’t completely see their point of view. My point of 
view is this: you’ve got to move along with the times. You have to be 
willing to take a look at what was written and what you think God wanted 
us to do and be able to update it a little bit and not still be living in the Dark 
Ages, because we’re not there anymore. 
 
 As Christian Smith and colleagues note, this sentiment is a strong one in 
modern American Catholicism. In 1968, a watershed moment was reached when 
the Vatican released the encyclical Humanae Vitae on the subject of human 
marriage and sexuality. At this point, instead of  
accepting the teachings of the encyclical as puzzling perhaps but 
authoritative nonetheless, a majority of American Catholics decided that 
the Church was wrong, that they as individuals had the right to make their 
own moral judgment on the matter, and that they would use birth control if 
they so chose.  
 With that, a kind of epistemological Rubicon of authority had been 
crossed: for the first time, large numbers of American Catholics were, with 
seemingly clean consciences, in effect declaring their own personal 
authority to judge the validity of the teachings of the Church and decide 
whether (or not) to follow its moral directives. This choice had 
considerable psychological, symbolic, and cultural consequences for 
Catholic laity: adhering to Church teachings had now in practice become 
optional, and the agent authorized to adjudicate the options had become 
the individual believer, not the institutional Church.69 
 
                                                 
 69. Christian Smith et al., Young Catholic America: Emerging Adults In, Out of, and Gone 
from the Church (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 18–19. 
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When faced with official positions which they found morally disagreeable, some 
of the Catholics in my study chose to exercise their autonomy to disregard those 
teachings.70 We can see this in the mindset of one mother, who explained, 
“Maybe it’s not right to do this (God forgive us if it’s not), but [my husband] picks 
and chooses the stuff that he feels is important and good. . . . The stuff he feels 
is maybe nonsense, we dismiss it or we just don’t pick that up and carry that in 
our bag with us.” 
 While some laypersons saw the church as having sacrificed some of its 
moral authority by losing step with the times, others found themselves 
disillusioned and angered by something more monstrous—the perpetration and 
cover-up of clergy sexual abuse of children. In fact, two of my interviewees from 
the Liberal Protestant church had left Catholicism in the wake of the scandals. 
With a couple of exceptions, however, the parents in my study who remained in 
the Catholic church did not refer to subject. Whether this was because it did not 
directly affect their parenting, they desired to avoid the topic, it had never been a 
major concern, or they had already internally resolved the issue for themselves, 
is unclear.  
 However, it is clear that, for at least some, a sense of unquestioned trust 
in the moral goodness of the Church and the rightness of the faith had been 
breached. This is evident in the palpable pain and anger expressed by one 
                                                 
 70. According to William D’Antonio V., Michele Dillon, and Mary L. Gautier, American 
Catholics in Transition (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2013), 74–82, a majority of 
American Catholics now see the individual as the moral locus of authority on many issues, 
including abortion choice, non-marital sex, homosexual activity, and use of contraception.  
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woman whose brother had been raped by a priest as a child. Wanting to come 
back to the church to give her children some semblance of the positive Catholic 
upbringing of her youth (as experienced prior to finding out about the violation), 
this mother now found it difficult to “believe in it all.” Speaking of the offending 
priest, she said,  
He gave us communion every Sunday. There are pictures of me shaking 
his hand when he is giving me the diploma when I graduated from eighth 
grade. And I clearly don’t know what to do with that. . . . And so everything 
was a lie, all this upbringing? I mean, yes, I believe in God, yes, I thank 
the Catholic faith . . . for who I am today. I want that for my children, which 
is why I didn’t start coming to church until I had [my son]. But I need to get 
myself in a place where that is important to me again so that I can give 
that to my kids.  
 
In terms of belief and practice, this mother still believed in the existence of God 
(unlike her brother, who had become an Atheist). Her faith was not “a lie” 
because intellectual arguments had proved it false, but because the practical 
moral apologetic for the truth of her faith had failed.  
 For this woman, the breach of trust was experienced more profoundly 
because of the degree to which Catholics have esteemed their leaders.71 Unlike 
in Protestantism, where the doctrine of the “priesthood of all believers” 
encourages more equal behavioral expectations for clergy and laity,72 in 
                                                 
 71. Although the incident(s) to which this mother referred took place outside of the continental 
United States, a similar culture was present on the mainland. For more on the way that American 
Catholics developed a culture which elevated clergy to such lofty status, see Jay P. Dolan, 
“Patterns of Leadership in the Congregation,” in American Congregations, ed. James P. Wind 
and James W. Lewis, vol. 2 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 241–50. 
 
 72. As Douglas Porpora has argued, the Protestant Reformers’ intent of doing away with the 
double standards was to elevate the behavior of everyday people, but ended up leading to a 
decline in moral behavior for both laypeople and clergy. Porpora, Landscapes of the Soul, 166. 
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Catholicism, as this mother described, priests (and the office of priesthood) have 
often been placed on a pedestal, serving as God’s holy representatives in 
administering sacraments to the masses. 
Mother: I think it is a trust, I mean I don’t even know [what it is yet], which 
is why I can’t fix it. . . . Am I mad at God? Am I mad at a priest? I just don’t 
know what it is. I feel like my whole upbringing was a farce . . . Who do I 
trust? I don’t trust any priest right now. What is it going to take for me to 
change that? I don’t know. 
 
Interviewer: [And] the priests here [at this parish], how does that (pause) 
 
Mother: Well I don’t hate them like I used to hate every priest that I saw. 
But do I trust them? No. They are people; and maybe that is part of my 
problem. I used to hold priests in like a whole different, (pause) like they 
are closer to God because they have this power of turning the wine and 
bread into the body of Christ. And . . . everything is respect and [everyone 
says], “Oh, good morning, Father,” . . . and that is a bunch of baloney. And 
maybe . . . it just burst my bubble. I don’t have that respect. . . . No, it is 
not there. 73 
 
Another mother argued that this breach of trust was not something that only 
adults felt, but something that children felt as well. And when I asked the mother 
whose brother had been raped whether she would ever entrust her son to the 
Church as an altar server, she said, 
I think I would have a really hard time with that. If I think about Dalton 
wanting to be one, I just get this nasty feeling in my stomach that I don’t 
know, I don’t know if I could. I don’t know, it would take a long time; it 
would take a lot for me to get there. That’s okay, . . . he doesn’t want to 
come to church as it is, so I don’t think he’s going to volunteer to be an 
altar server just yet. 
 
                                                 
 73. This mother speculated that the respect bestowed upon priests may have been even 
greater in Puerto Rico, where she grew up. 
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In order to bring reassurance to both parents and children, the diocese in which 
the parish resided directed that all parishes take very stringent measures to 
ensure that future abuse did not occur within their walls. Although costly in terms 
of time, money, and responsibility, my interviewees’ parish was attempting to 
comply with that mandate.74 
 In sum, the picture of other-centered virtue in this Catholic parish was a 
complicated one. Parents were convinced that the Church taught children to be 
good, but, at the same time, some parishioners disagreed with the morality of 
several official positions established by the hierarchy and found deeply troubling 
the wrongs committed by those who were supposed to be exemplars of holiness. 
It is evident that these cross-cutting characterizations of the Church diminished 
not only its ability to elicit undivided loyalty from its adult followers, but also its 
ability to portray the faith as good to its young people. 
Hindus 
The Hindu parents in my study were equally eager to bring up children with 
a strong sense of care for others, and they often defined the rationale for “serving 
others” and “living their faith everyday” in Hindu-specific terms. We have already 
                                                 
 74. Specifically, the measures were (1) to form and train a child abuse prevention team to 
assess and ensure the overall safety of the parish environment, from the physical space to 
training staff and volunteers who came in contact with children about awareness, prevention, and 
reporting (using a national Catholic child protection training program); (2) to ensure completion of 
annual criminal background checks for all staff and volunteers; and (3) to implement child 
personal safety and awareness programs for children in grades one through eight (and to work 
adapted information into pre-existing chastity and theology of the body programs for grades nine 
and ten). 
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seen their concern that their children demonstrate respect for their elders. But 
they also wanted their children to adopt what they saw as Americans’ more 
robust concern for people beyond the close circle of family and friends. As with 
all the other groups, they encouraged service to others more than they did 
proselytizing and political activism. Certainly their moral goals arose from their 
Indian heritage, but there are ample reasons to believe that their social concerns 
were also religious. They did believe in God, and living in an environment in 
which their way of life was not practiced by the majority had led their children to 
ask for explanations, thus forcing them to define their lifestyles in ways they 
would not have done back in India. So what I found was a group of parents who 
attempted to give (or to have religious leaders give) to their children religious 
reasons for doing good. 
When Hindus spoke of their obligations to others, they frequently used the 
word “duty” (dharma in Sanskrit). According to parents, one had responsibilities 
to think not just of oneself, but to behave rightly toward one’s wife, one’s children, 
and one’s elders, even if it was not convenient. As multiple parents told me, the 
source of this mandate was the Baghavad Gita,75 in which the god Krishna 
commands the warrior Arjuna (in the words of one father) to “trust in me and do 
your duties properly. Don’t follow somebody else’s [duties]. Whatever is right, you 
                                                 
 75. This did not mean that every parent had read or fully understood the Gita. Two mothers 
told me that they had been exposed to portions of it in the past, but that they did not know the 
meaning of all of it, and that they would like to revisit it in the future. Also, although these parents 
referenced the Gita, there are other sacred texts that inform Hindus’ understanding of duty as 
well. 
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just follow that right. Do your duties and think that you are doing everything on 
my behalf.” 
In the traditional Hindu view, one’s duties can vary based on one’s caste, 
gender, and occupation. We saw in Chapter Three that they can also vary by life 
stage (ashrama). As one mother explained, her daughter’s duty in the first stage 
(i.e. the studenthood stage) was to devote herself to academic achievement. 
Related to our present concern with beneficial action for others, we now note this 
mother’s description of the second stage of the married householder, who was 
responsible for providing for and raising children. After this householder stage, 
when one was well-settled and the duties of raising one’s children were done, 
parents could then move to the latter stages of renunciation and care for the 
whole world (or at least care for their grandchildren, as one of the fathers in the 
study delimited it).76 
When Hindu parents thought about shaping the moral sensibilities of their 
children, they also drew upon the Upanishadic idea that all things, although 
seemingly distinct, are really One (Brahman). Whereas Evangelical Protestants 
could find their justification for valuing others because all people were created “in 
the image of God,” the Hindus could do the same because “everything is God.” 
Moreover, as we noted in Chapter Two regarding the prohibition against killing 
                                                 
 76. These life stages, which were originally meant for males of the Brahmin (priestly) caste, 
are enumerated in the Manusmrti (Laws of Manu). 
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cattle, parents also drew on the concept ahimsa, or non-harm. This doctrine,77 
coupled with the aforementioned principle of the oneness of all, found expression 
in the moral instruction of one Hindu mother, who said to her son: 
[In] Hinduism everything is God around you. Really, everything has a god 
in it, so you have to respect, and no killing. Even the ant, it doesn’t 
deserve to get killed. That’s the one thing we always tell him, because 
when we were little we were taught to put sugar when an ant comes 
because they are hungry; they are getting out from their home. So they 
need to be fed, not to be killed. Unless they are destroying your property, 
maybe; there is some time you need to get rid of them, [but] not kill their 
whole colony. That’s the one thing we always tell him. . . . What do we 
say? Ghandi’s ahimsa, that kind of thing. And even it says in Hinduism 
that there is no need to kill anybody, no need to hurt. There is a lot of 
other ways you can get your word across, or new things across. . . . And 
we always tell him, there is no killing, there is no hurting. 
 
 The final religious resource parents drew upon to support the importance 
of dutiful and moral behavior was the notion of karma. Earlier in the chapter we 
saw a version of this in which adherents from a diverse set of traditions 
envisioned the good deeds they did coming back to benefit them later in this life. 
The Hindus in this study, however, had a very different understanding of karma. 
They did agree that a person benefited from dutiful and moral actions, but held 
that these benefits did not accrue until the next life—following one’s death and 
reincarnation. This cycle continued through many lifetimes of doing one’s dharma 
and paying a karmic debt to those they had wronged, until finally they achieved 
moksha, or release from the circle of birth and rebirth. 
                                                 
 77. The concept of ahimsa is not exclusively Hindu, but is shared by the other Indic religions, 
Buddhism and Jainism. 
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 Hinduism, then, provided these parents with a rich store of concepts with 
which to explain moral duties to their children. Their temple, on the other hand, 
was much less central to organizing their good works. It was primarily a place 
they could go to do ritual prayers, but not a place to contribute to the religious 
community or through which to serve the wider society.78 According to one 
father, there were different community-based forms of service (seva) that he and
other adults could do. These included donating money to the temple, assisting
the priests with various religious rituals (such as helping with processions of t
various statues [murti] of the gods), and offering administrative leadership. Yet he 
mentioned no channels for children to serve and none of the parents described 
the temple as a place for instruction in social virtue.  
 
 
he 
                                                
Unlike the temple, Bal Vihars did teach social virtue. Mostly they did this 
through the telling and enactment of moral tales drawn from Hindu sacred 
literature. They also taught caring behavior indirectly through social norms that 
children picked up by observing other children. One couple described how their 
daughter had begun bowing to touch elders’ feet after seeing other children at 
the Bal Vihar perform this duty. There was little opportunity or need to contribute 
monetarily to the Bal Vihar; although parents paid a registration fee to cover the 
expense of renting meeting spaces, this was not seen as charity. As children 
grew older, they could contribute to the Bal Vihar community by helping to 
 
 78. According to Priya Anand, “Hindu Diaspora and Religious Philanthropy in the United 
States” (6th International Society for Third Sector Research, Toronto, Canada, 2004), 48, Hindu 
temples in the United States are generally much more oriented toward preserving Hindu culture 
than toward philanthropy. 
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conduct various activities for younger children. And occasionally the families 
brought food to donate together to homeless shelters, thereby fulfilling an 
objective to participate in service to the wider community. 
The work of these Bal Vihars and their role in shaping Hindu children was 
also affected by the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (World Hindu Council) of America 
(VHPA), which administered the Bal Vihars. We will discuss in the next chapter 
how this organization (along with its counterpart in India, the VHP) attempts to 
“preserve, protect, and promote the Hindu way of life” by advancing a singular 
form of Hinduism whose tenets, ironically, have largely come to align with those 
of the Western colonizers it has historically sought to resist. One such 
accomodation is a downgrading of the importance of the caste system—a shift 
that matters to the kind of service to the world they promote. This de-emphasis 
was certainly shared by my interviewees. When the subject of caste arose during 
interviews, parents were quick to say that it did not really matter to them. For 
both the VHPA and these parents, it was socially beneficial to eschew social 
hierarchies, especially given the egalitarian and democratic ideals of the America 
in which they lived. 
In fact, the VHPA holds a number of goals that echo those of other religious 
communities, including “to provide community service to people in distress 
without consideration for race, religion and nationality” and “to create a team of 
dedicated, assertive volunteers for community service.” As stated on the VHPA 
website, “service to humanity is service to God.” To the extent that these ideals 
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shape what Hindu children are being taught, we might speak of a Golden Rule 
Hinduism. In practical terms, this service can include natural disaster relief, 
sponsorship of impoverished children, and contributions to the Red Cross, the 
American Cancer Society, and the Salvation Army, among other things. Like 
other American religious organizations, the VHPA not only teaches the virtue of 
service, but provides the network connections to facilitate it. 
 The VHPA-sponsored cause most frequently supported by parents in my 
study (who sometimes involved their children in writing the checks), though, was 
a distinctly Indian and Hindu one. The Ekal Vidyalaya (one-teacher school) 
movement is designed to provide education to impoverished children in villages 
of rural India. Those in my study who contributed to this cause saw the 
organization in traditional terms—as a noble way of meeting the needs of the 
disadvantaged. However, this is not the only way to view things, as the 
movement has drawn criticism from some scholars who see it as a Hindu 
nationalist form of social welfare development whose ulterior motive is to 
counteract Christian proselytization and to spread Hindu-ness (Hindutva) 
throughout the countryside.79 
In fact, in this discussion of moral virtue, we should note that within my 
sample of parents there were voices that questioned the goodness of the VHP as 
a whole. Like the Catholics, parents wanted and received moral guidance from 
                                                 
 79. Deepa Reddy, “Hindutva as Praxis,” Religion Compass 5, no. 8 (August 2011): 412–14, 
doi:10.1111/j.1749-8171.2011.00288.x; Nandini Sundar, “Teaching to Hate: RSS’ Pedagogical 
Programme,” Economic and Political Weekly 39, no. 16 (April 17, 2004): 1605–12. 
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their communities, but those communities came with what some saw as 
baggage. For the Hindus that mentioned it, this could be outright violence or a 
more subtle assertion of superiority. One mother described the VHP (of India) as 
a “nasty version” of the organization that was involved in “ethnical cleansing” and 
“ganging up against Muslims.” In her experience, however, the VHPA-led Bal 
Vihars were nothing like that, in that they focused primarily on passing on Hindu 
and Indian cultural heritage.80 However, this mother (along with one other) did 
express some discomfort for the intensity with which the VHPA promoted 
Hinduism, since to do so seemed to them to denigrate other religions by contrast, 
and thus smacked of intolerance.81 Too much focus on religious identity, then, 
was considered anti-social. However, the fact that even non-members of the 
VHPA were willing to bring their children to the Bal Vihars, and to refer their 
children to one of the leaders when they had questions about the religion, meant 
that they found there the face of “genteel multiculturalism” instead of “militant 
nationalism.”82  
                                                 
 80. For the difference in emphases between the Indian and American versions of the World 
Hindu Council, see Arvind Rajagopal, “Hindu Nationalism in the US: Changing Configurations of 
Political Practice,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 23, no. 3 (2000): 467–96, 
doi:10.1080/014198700328953. 
 
 81. The irony in this is that Hindu leaders and laypersons often promote Hinduism as a very 
tolerant religion, and many key figures within Hinduism have concluded that all religions are paths 
to the same goal or are expressions of the same reality. 
 
 82. Although genteel multiculturalism and militant nationalism are very different, Prema A. 
Kurien, A Place at the Multicultural Table: The Development of an American Hinduism (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2007), 160–62, argues that both postures serve a 
common goal of increasing Hinduism’s prominence and reputation within America. 
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Muslims 
The Muslim parents, like all the others, talked frequently about everyday 
service to others; but at least some of them grounded that aim in distinctly 
Muslim sources. Belief in God was something they desired for their children,83 
and it augmented some parents’ ability to promote virtuous behavior to their 
children. As some parents told their children, after this life draws to a close, all 
persons will face a Day of Judgment.84 Life is a test to see whether humans will 
glorify God—a slow accumulation of good or bad deeds that will determine their 
location in the life to come. On the Day of Judgment, one father told me, “every 
soul [will] be accounted for in front of the Creator.” Thus, parents could 
discourage anti-social behavior and promote beneficent behavior by reminding 
children of the eternal consequences of misdeeds and the rewards of right 
action. 
The mosque and Sunday school actively taught these children the Five 
Pillars of Islam, included zakat, the mandate that Muslims contribute 2.5 percent 
of their accumulated wealth to those in need.85 And participating in the mosque 
                                                 
 83. There was one exception—a father who said he did not believe in God but still brought 
his children to the Sunday school for the benefits it provided them. As we will see shortly, the fact 
that the reset of them believed in God means that they should be considered moderate, not 
secularized, Muslims. In America’s mainstream media, these two designations are frequently and 
mistakenly conflated. Stewart Hoover, “Religion Written In,” StewartHoover’s Blog, August 5, 
2010, http://stewarthoover.wordpress.com/2010/08/05/religion-written-in/. 
 
 84. Exceptions to this were three mothers who believed in God or transcendence but were 
not sure of the “literal” existence of either hell or the afterlife. One of these mothers still found a bit 
of fear of divine judgment helpful in encouraging right behavior, although this was not the primary 
means that any of them used to motivate their children to be good. 
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also provided a community in which “Golden Rule” actions were highlighted and 
rewarded.86 The Sunday school parent community awarded certificates to honor 
children who had participated in charitable endeavors. They organized a coin-
donation contest whose proceeds went to charity, and they participated together 
in more outwardly visible events such as a public walk for hunger.87 
In fact, public perceptions of the Muslim community play an important role in 
the discussion of Muslim social benevolence. More than any other group, these 
parents were aware that media outlets and the wider society were scrutinizing 
them and their children, and it was important that their goodness be evident.88 
For instance, I sensed that this played into some parents’ insistence that their 
children not be seen playing with violent toys.89 And one mother told me how her 
                                                                                                                                                 
 85. Specific categories of recipients of this “alms tax” can be found in the Qur’an (9:60). 
 
 86. As a congregation, the mosque did not appear interested in getting non-Muslims to 
become Muslim (i.e. proselytizing), but they were interested in non-Muslims coming to see Islam 
as a religion of peace. Also, although political activism was less important than community 
service and charity for most parents, representatives from the mosque did participate in various 
civic meetings to remind the wider American society that they, too, were part of America’s cultural 
fabric. 
 
 87. Unlike the mandatory zakat, voluntary charity by Muslims is known as sakaqah. Although 
not a religious duty, it is encouraged in religious doctrine. For more on the historical and 
institutional aspects of Islamic philanthropy, see Robert D. McChesney, “Islamic Philanthropy: 
The Ethical and Historical Context,” in Philanthropy in America: A Comprehensive Historical 
Encyclopedia, ed. Dwight F. Burlingame, vol. 1, 3 vols. (Washington, DC: ABC-CLIO, 2004), 269–
80. 
 
 88. Not infrequently, camera crews from local news stations could be seen taking footage of 
the mosque from a parking lot located across the street. And one day, while I was interviewing in 
an area in front of the mosque, the Sunday School director came outside, appearing very 
concerned about a rumor he had heard that someone was actually filming on mosque property 
itself. 
 
 89. One mother who self-identified as Muslim but did not attend the mosque (although she 
had visited it in the past) confirmed that Muslim parents felt more compelled than other 
Americans to limit their children’s violent behavior, stating, “[The events of ] 9/11 happened and 
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family had gotten involved with the local school association in hopes that if 
anything like the events of 9/11 ever happened again, their family would be held 
in high regard and not associated with the perpetrators of violence. In the years 
since those events, some Muslim communities in America have been proactive in 
seeking to define Islam for the wider American public. However, these Muslim 
parents faced the added dimension of defining it for their children as well.  
When parents spoke to me about religious practice during interviews, 
sometimes they used labels such as “conservative,” “moderate,” or “liberal”—and 
subsumed them all under the category of Islam. Yet when it came to defining 
their faith for the wider world and for their own children, the form of Islam they 
practiced was not merely a more tolerant or benevolent “version” of Islam. It was 
true Islam—and those who would commandeer aircraft and kill masses of people 
by flying them into buildings were “bad apples” who had distorted the faith and 
were not following it at all. Indeed, if we consider the relationship between social 
virtue and identity, we find that it was not enough for these parents that their 
children be “good people.” Rather, they wanted their children to embrace a “true” 
Muslim identity, and to see that it was inextricably linked with being good.90 
                                                                                                                                                 
children are going to school in [my son’s] preschool, and they are taking these toy planes and 
crashing them into LEGOs. [It was] not my son, but it was happening; but I can imagine, if it was 
my son doing that, what would people think? They knew I was Muslim, what would people think?” 
 
 90. When scholars of religion characterize religions, they sometimes use two contradictory 
lines of discourse (among others). The first seeks to avoid essentializing or marginalizing certain 
members of a tradition, so emphasis is placed on multiplicity. In this form of discourse, orthodoxy 
is a non-category, and diverse voices and practices are seen as legitimate inclusions within the 
bounds of the tradition. The other line of discourse seeks to protect religious traditions as a whole 
against those who would oppress their members and deny them a place in America’s multicultural 
society. This form of discourse is more apologetic, and seeks to define a single orthodoxy in 
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These parents’ mosque not only taught the importance of charity and 
offered collective means to serve others, but also provided a public platform to 
demonstrate to the wider society that Muslims were peaceful and concerned with 
the common good.91 In fact, this public voice was one of the many reasons that 
parents from the mosque chose to participate in my study. Although some were 
reticent to talk with me, others relished the opportunity to be included: 
Mother: I want Muslims to participate in studies. . . . I want people to 
understand how American Muslims think. And I want us to be represented, 
and have a voice in whatever it might be, whether it’s politics or research 
studies like this. So I think it’s good that you came here. Thank you for 
including people from the center. I think it’s nice that you have included 
Muslims in your research.  
 
Interviewer: Because Muslims don’t always have a voice? 
 
Mother: We don’t always have a voice; I think we tend to be very inwardly 
focused. And then in today’s climate, there is a lot of mistrust of Muslims 
because of what’s going on around in other countries, and terrorism, and 
the labels, so I’d like to help further that understanding. 
 
For this mother and others, the goal was not to document an alternative form of 
Islam, but to clarify that a Muslim identity was a good thing because the religion 
itself was positive. 
If this relation between virtue and identity is relatively straightforward, a look 
at the relation between virtuous practices and other forms of religious practice 
                                                                                                                                                 
positive terms. In the case of Islam, this has included moves such as emphasizing the benevolent 
names of Allah, drawing distinctions between greater and lesser jihad, and noting that the words 
“Islam” and “peace” derive from the same root word in Arabic. Of these two different lines of 
discourse, it was very important to the parents in my study that they use the latter over the 
former, both for the wider public and for their children. 
 
 91. For this reason, the mosque also hosted open houses to educate their non-Muslim 
neighbors about Islam, and participated in relatively frequent interreligious dialogue with those of 
other faiths. 
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reveals a more complex story. For many of my interviewees, following Islamic 
law was very important. Moreover, most of my Muslim interviewees would also 
have agreed with one father’s contention that “there is no such thing as a non-
practicing Muslim.” However, the parents in my study disagreed with one another 
about which practices were necessary to be a good Muslim. Unlike the Hindus, 
who mentioned no conflict between socially virtuous behavior and ritual behavior, 
the Muslims expressed a variety of ideas regarding the relationship between the 
two types of practice. For many, praying five times a day and other forms of ritual 
practice were very important. This is why the Sunday school community gathered 
in the prayer hall following the conclusion of morning classes for corporate 
prayer.  
However, a sizable subset of parents saw ritual (or at least inordinate 
attention given to ritual) as a problem. One mother thought that too much focus 
on ritual detracted from a focus on doing good to others and that ritual practice 
would not be the most important thing weighed on the scales at the Day of 
Judgment. Describing herself as very “liberal,” she said, “I mean, it’s weird and 
I’m here [at the mosque] and I shouldn’t really be saying this, but sometimes part 
of me sometimes rejects the ritual because I don’t believe that’s the most 
important thing. I just, I really don’t believe if you pray five times a day, you’ll go 
automatically to heaven. . . . I really believe you have to be a good human.” 
Another mother saw repetitive ritual practices as helpful for some people 
(including her children, potentially), but not necessarily for all.  
 
 286
I’m not so keen on doing the five prayers and other things but . . . I don’t 
feel that that makes me less of a Muslim. Because I really think that the 
true message is not about these rituals. These rituals are helpful for 
people who need to be brought in line and . . . need a path. But if . . . you 
really, truly understand the message, you don’t need to be doing these 
other things, because you are already on the path. 
 
A father added that he saw ritual as important, but as ill-conceived if the term 
only applied to actions such as praying and fasting. Rather, the challenge for 
Muslims was to expand the sense of discipline found in rituals to all of life. As 
one moved through one’s day, all actions were to be done as worship of God. 
That meant analyzing every moment to see if one was doing justice by acting 
with right intentions toward others. Still another father took issue both with those 
Muslims who downplayed the importance of ritual and those who prioritized it 
above all else. 
There are . . . Muslims who go to weekly prayers here and there, and they 
may not pray five times a day. . . . They may fast once in a while; it’s the 
casual Muslim—plenty of them around. . . . Or they could be very devout 
Muslims, and completely useless to the community. I’ve seen plenty of 
those. . . . They stay to themselves; they pray five times a day, everything 
perfect, but they’re only good to themselves.  
 
What this father wanted for his daughter was that she focus both on her 
“relationship with God” and on her “relationship with other human beings.”92 
 Muslims, then, have many reasons to want their children to learn to do 
good. There are doctrines and sacred texts that teach charity and link it to eternal 
judgment. There are ample opportunities and examples of service found in the 
                                                 
 92. This Muslim father also contrasted Islam and Christianity, saying that Islam provided a 
better focus on God because there were no priests as mediators, but that Christianity made one’s 
relationship with others a greater point of emphasis. 
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community of the mosque. And the pressures of an often-hostile external culture 
make good behavior important in publicly defining a Muslim identity and staking 
their position in an intra-religious battle for the essence of Islam. 
Atheists 
Atheists in my study also declared behaving well towards others to be 
important. Did this make them “Golden Rule Atheists”? As we will see shortly, 
these Atheists themselves would say that it did. In fact, we will see how parents’ 
desires for their children and the actions of their congregations are part of a 
larger cultural “battle for the Golden Rule.” To these Atheists, this moral mandate 
was neither a Christian tenet nor a generally religious ethic; rather, it was a 
human ethic that they owned as fully, if not more fully, than adherents of the 
world’s religions. 
The ethic Atheist parents articulated was distinctively shaped by their 
emphases on tolerance and on autonomy. More often than other groups, Atheists 
framed social goodness in terms of the Silver Rule: “Do not do to others what you 
do not want others to do to you.”93 Refraining from harmful actions towards 
others is more passive than actively pursuing others’ well-being, but is closely 
linked to autonomy and tolerance, which Atheists also stressed to their children 
as much as any of the other groups in the study. In fact, one father pointed out to 
his sons that this tolerance made Atheists more morally upstanding than religious 
                                                 
 93. In fact, Atheists were the only group to have, on balance, more expressions of the Silver 
Rule than the Golden Rule. 
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adherents because Atheists were less likely to “persecute” or deny the “civil 
rights” of gay people than those who were animated by a “faith view.” 
The assertion of this father inverts the traditional American cultural 
understanding of religious people as more morally upright than Atheists. 
Throughout the nation’s history, religion has been viewed as undergirding 
society.94 Therefore, to deny the validity of religion has been equivalent to 
threatening the moral order. Because today’s Atheists are not religious, they are 
currently among the least trusted groups in America,95—a mistrust the parents in 
my study noted in other children’s comments to their sons and daughters, 96 as 
well as in some of their own experiences. 
Mother: The look on people’s face sometimes when [my Atheism] comes 
up is just (pause) They are stunned. It’s funny, I just got it a couple of 
weekends ago at a gathering where there were six of us. Somehow it 
came up and my friend . . . said, “Yeah, Sally runs an Atheist group.” And 
one of the women there at the meeting was just silent all of a sudden. Her 
eyes got big and she just stared at me. It was like she told me that I ate 
babies, you know . . . 
 
Interviewer: She told you that? 
 
                                                 
 94. Walter Berns, “Religion and the Founding Principle,” in The Moral Foundations of the 
American Republic, ed. Robert H. Horwitz (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1977), 
157–82; Penny Edgell, Joseph Gerteis, and Douglas Hartman, “Atheists as ‘Other’: Moral 
Boundaries and Cultural Membership in American Society,” American Sociological Review 71, 
no. 2 (April 2006): 211–34; Edwin S. Gaustad and Leigh E. Schmidt, The Religious History of 
America, Revised (New York: HarperOne, 2002), 132–34. 
 
 95. This distrust of Atheists was not found only among Christians. I was told by a member of 
an Atheist group that although people within the Indian community in America were not overtly or 
initially hostile to him, they would cease to pursue relationships with him once he revealed his 
views on religion. I will explore the perceived social trustworthiness of various groups more fully in 
Chapter Six, as well as cite the relevant studies there.  
 
 96. Atheist parents admitted that their children were not always victims, but sometimes 
aggressively asserted their non-religious views as well. 
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Mother: No, the look on her face was like, “You, you really eat children?” 
That’s what it looked like. I mean, her response was, “You are an atheist? 
Wow!” And she didn’t talk for a full five minutes. . . . Every now and then 
we’ll get somebody that says that.97 
 
While the challenge of Muslims was to convince the wider public that 
those who truly followed Allah were good, the challenge of Atheists was to prove 
that they could be “good without God.” Indeed, this phrase was the central slogan 
in a larger campaign of American Atheists to increase their cultural legitimacy, 
appearing on billboards, on websites, in print media, and on the sides of city 
buses. This larger public relations push (which is international in scope) has also 
included a number of scholarly and popular works arguing that human 
experience, neuroscience, and evolutionary biology can provide as firm a 
foundation for moral behavior as divine fiat.98 And many of these arguments 
                                                 
 97. According to personal communication with Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, 
August 21, 2012, twenty-four percent of American Atheists report having heard negative 
comments about their beliefs. In the case of this mother, no actual verbal comments were made 
to her, yet she interpreted the silence using the trope of the baby-eater, which is a common one 
within the larger organized Atheist community (particularly online). Most atheists do not 
experience such personal discrimination, yet the recounting and discussion of the stories are very 
important to group salience and identity. 
 
 98. Relevant examples include Rob Buckman, Can We Be Good without God?: Biology, 
Behavior, and the Need to Believe (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2002); Richard Carrier, 
Sense and Goodness without God: A Defense of Metaphysical Naturalism (Bloomington, IN: 
AuthorHouse, 2005), 291–345; Dawkins, The God Delusion, 211–33; Greg M. Epstein, Good 
without God: What a Billion Nonreligious People Do Believe (New York: William Morrow, 2009); 
Robert K. Garcia and Nathan L. King, eds., Is Goodness without God Good Enough?: A Debate 
on Faith, Secularism, and Ethics (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2009); Marc D. Hauser, 
Moral Minds: How Nature Designed Our Universal Sense of Right and Wrong (New York: Ecco, 
2006); Michael Shermer, The Science of Good and Evil: Why People Cheat, Gossip, Care, 
Share, and Follow the Golden Rule (New York: Times Books, 2004); Edward O. Wilson, “The 
Biological Basis of Morality,” The Atlantic, April 1998, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1998/04/the-biological-basis-of-morality/377087/. 
 
 
 290
were appropriated and expressed by the Atheist parents in my study.99 Without 
visible churches on every corner, Atheist parents turned to this public rela
campaign for identity and for ideological support. 
tions 
                                                
In addition to the larger world of books and other cultural products, 
discussion of moral matters could and did take place within Atheist meetup 
communities. Did this make them “Golden Rule congregations” of a sort? 
Possibly. Although there was less didactic “teaching” than in religious 
communities, these Atheists did discuss reasons for virtuous behavior (which no 
doubt affected their parenting, even if there was little to no moral education for 
children themselves during the meetup gatherings). They discussed the merits of 
Humanism, which some of the parents specifically claimed as their guiding 
ethical philosophy. They recited a laundry list of the sins of religion (the Catholic 
abuse scandal prominent among them). And they discussed a very important 
practical question: How, in a culture of religious privatization and civility, could 
they argue for the truth of Atheism (and the falsity of religion) without appearing 
to be intolerant or belligerent (and thus damaging their cultural reputation 
further)?100 They wanted a tolerant society that would accept their Atheism, but 
 
 99. In addition to citing non-religious reasons for their children not to hurt others, these 
Atheists also sometimes disparaged religious reasons. For example, one father reported, “I’ve 
never given them the instruction, ‘You shouldn’t do that because God doesn’t want you to. The 
big guy with a big stick is going to hurt you if you do.’” 
 
 100. One mother, who helped to lead of one of the meetup groups, found it important that her 
group discuss the topics of “atheist anger” and “tolerance.” She stated, “One of the things that I 
hope that I can kind of get our little group to agree on is to respect other peoples’ beliefs. 
Because some of the people in the group have a very pugnacious outlook and they are more 
likely to be intolerant, and not pick a fight, but debate with people about their beliefs and [say] 
‘How can you believe this because of that?’ And I guess . . . I try to encourage them to be 
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disliked the ethic of civility that made the overt expression of their own views 
offensive. 
It should be noted that Atheist parents gave fewer concrete examples of 
their own or their children’s participation in charitable or service-oriented activities 
than did parents from any of the religious communities. In fact, according to 
Robert Putnam and David Campbell, this differential is national in scope, as non-
religious people (i.e. those unattached to religious communities, including 
Atheists) are, on average, significantly less altruistic than those in religious 
communities. Putnam and Campbell argue that the greater degree of “good 
neighborliness” exhibited by religious people is not due to their religious beliefs, 
but rather to their greater degree of involvement in relatively tight-knit, moral 
communities.101  
The Atheists in this study, however, had their own moral communities, 
although to date they had performed relatively little community service compared 
to their religious counterparts. However, they had hopes to change this in the 
near future, and to use these organized groups as a strategic tool to demonstrate 
to the wider society the social goodness of Atheists. 
Father: [In the future, we hope to reach out] to the believer community so 
they understand what we are about, that we are not an antagonistic group 
just saying all religion is bad, and you should all go away. We generally do 
                                                                                                                                                 
inquisitive without being confrontational, because “Atheist” . . . has a really bad connotation 
already; there is no sense in us making it worse.” 
 
 101. Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion Divides and 
Unites Us (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010), 443–79.  
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have those ideas, but we also understand that . . . people will do good with 
or without their religion. . . . 
 
Interviewer: So the [planned] outreach to the believing community is to let 
them know . . . that Atheists aren’t bad people, basically? 
 
Father: Right, that we are not, you know, kind of the bogeymen. That we 
are doing good things, that we do want the same things that they want, in 
general—a better society, better lives, people doing better things. . . . I 
think we can work together towards that. 
 
Interviewer: So how do you make that [happen]? How do you advertise 
that? 
 
Father: Great question! (laughter) If you come up with an answer, let me 
know. I think . . . we’re going to be looking at other Atheist groups and see 
what they do. There are Atheist groups that do charity work. . . . We have 
food drives so our group can give to the food banks. We may do other 
functions to help homeless shelters. We’ve actually talked to a church and 
said, “Hey, we hear you are doing such and such. Could we join you?” 
That sort of stuff. 
 
Interviewer: That would be face to face contact.  
 
Raymond: Exactly. I think that’s what we need to do eventually, when we 
get the numbers and the organization up. 
 
 Although social networks do explain much of the differential in doing good 
works, and there is little reason to question Putnam and Campbell’s assertion 
that the twenty-five beliefs that they tested matter little to the expression of 
neighborliness, I believe they miss the one religious belief that may matter 
greatly—that doing good is somehow consequential at the level of ultimate 
reality. To my mind, it is this belief (which is shared by the vast majority of 
religions), that “compounds” the impulse for neighborliness within religious 
communities—beyond that of many non-religious civic organizations. While part 
of Putnam and Campbell’s argument for the unimportance of belief is based on 
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the presence of non-believing individuals who exhibit similarly elevated levels of 
neighborliness because of their participation in the life of a religious 
congregation, I would contend that such individuals may be “carried along” by the 
critical mass of people who do believe that doing good matters in some ultimate 
way. Thus, at the collective level, I would argue that both belonging and believing 
may matter for neighborliness after all. Putnam and Campbell may be right, but 
whether Atheist communities are able to generate a similar degree of altruistic 
energy based on non-ultimate reasons, such as the desire for social legitimation, 
remains to be seen.102 
 It is fair to say, then, that the current area of emphasis of Atheist 
communities lies in their commitments to “do no harm” and to tolerance, which 
arise partly out of a desire to be tolerated and unharmed themselves. Yet in 
terms of active forms of service to the wider society, they are only in the early 
stages of creating the necessary infrastructure possessed by America’s religious 
institutions. 
                                                 
 102. Of course, my use of the term “ultimate” in this discussion presupposes a model of 
reality in which there exists an ontological realm beyond the empirical and material. To use the 
analogy of an onion, there exists an outermost layer without which the world would be smaller, 
and therefore less “ultimate.” My purpose here in stating this is not to take a position on the 
existence of such a reality, but only to say that, in a world that has historically envisioned 
something “beyond” (and greater than) the empirical and material, having one fewer layer on the 
onion can be seen, relatively speaking, as less ultimate.  If, however, we set aside the history and 
start from the Atheist contention that the world does not have, never has had, and never will have 
such a layer, I suppose it would be possible to view human activity within this alternative frame of 
reference as ultimate (although in a different manner, given that the material world is "all there 
is"). Whether this form of ultimate concern is sufficient for Atheists to generate forms and levels of 
social benevolence as enduring and elevated as those of their theistic counterparts, though, is 
part of the open question that I pose here. 
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The Institutionally Disconnected 
 Every one of the non-attending parents in my study desired that their 
children learn to treat others well. An important variable, however, was the 
degree to which they thought their children needed to participate in religious 
institutions in order to do so. As Christel Manning has documented, even parents 
who self-identify as “no religion” sometimes take their children to religious 
congregations to teach them morality and values.103 Among the unaffiliated 
parents in my sample, there were several who confirmed this link between 
organized religion and moral teachings. Referring to her own childhood 
experiences in a Christian church, one mostly agnostic mother stated, 
All the most important values, “love one another,” (pause) obviously we 
know where that came from. And that’s what I say is the most important 
thing for my daughter. Gee, I wonder where I learned that? Which year in 
Sunday school would it have been? Every year, perhaps? And all those 
values like money not being the most important thing, and living in some 
way that you can serve your neighbor, . . . obviously my parents must 
have played a role in encouraging that, but the church would have . . . 
reinforced [it] in a major way. 
 
There were other parents who had considered taking their children to church for 
the opportunities to serve that were provided there. Ironically, in a milieu in which 
respect for “organized” religion has been in decline,104 it was precisely the ability 
of religious congregations to “organize” that appealed to some non-attending 
                                                 
 103. Christel J. Manning, “Unaffiliated Parents and the Religious Training of Their Children,” 
Sociology of Religion 74, no. 2 (Summer 2013): 166. 
 
 104. Although surveys appear to show a relatively consistent rate of attendance over recent 
decades, there is reason to believe that church attendance has actually declined. For details, see 
Mark Chaves and Laura Stephens, “Church Attendance in the United States,” in Handbook of the 
Sociology of Religion, ed. Michele Dillon (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 85–95. 
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parents in my study. For some secular parents, this was the appeal of joining 
Unitarian or Universalist congregations. For instance, one mother who self-
identified as “no religion” stated, 
[The] thing about Universalists, it is not a religious group. It’s a social, 
communal group. So the benefits of what a church or synagogue would 
do: organizing volunteers for the food pantry, going down and making 
sandwiches for the homeless, going to the soup kitchens year-round, 
organizing readings for underprivileged children, doing clothing drives, 
going out and cleaning up the local park. . . . They do those types of 
things. . . . And so that would help instill [values of service] and it would be 
more organized than me trying to organize these things. Like, the 
paradigm would already be there and I could just jump in. 
 
A small number of parents felt this pull strongly enough that they had begun 
thinking seriously about attending a religious congregation in the near future. 
Others, however, had already decided against doing so. Although they may have 
appreciated the moral teachings and infrastructure, their own intellectual and 
moral qualms with other elements of organized religion were serious enough that 
they said they would feel like hypocrites if they were to attend and to stress the 
importance of attendance to their children.  
 When parents decided to forgo participation in organized religion, their 
reasons went beyond mere pragmatic concerns such as lack of time. In fact, the 
main reasons these parents gave for not attending were moral in nature. One 
couple (the father an Atheist and the mother “no religion”) saw organized religion 
as “mind control” that allowed little room for questioning authority—which went 
against the value of critical thinking they wanted to instill in their daughters. 
Others noted the moral failures of leaders who showed little regard for the sacred 
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ideals of their traditions. This could include Catholic priests’ abuse of children 
(and its subsequent cover-up) or other forms of hypocrisy. One mother, who self-
identified “not very strongly” with Christianity, complained that conservative 
religionists refuse to permit women in dire straits the option of abortion, yet at the 
same time refuse to provide them with governmental assistance to help them 
raise the child. Still another mother agonized over the violence perpetrated by 
some followers of her tradition. 
[I was] born into Islam, so I call myself a Muslim. . . . [My own children] are 
not going to Sunday school, or Hebrew school, or to Muslim schools and 
feel like I am robbing them. I’m not robbing them, but . . . religious 
teachings could be good in the fact that you know they keep repeating, 
“Be good, be this, be that.” . . . But then what kind of school I would send 
them to? Because I . . . certainly don’t trust, unfortunately, Muslim schools. 
. . . I’m sure they teach very good things, but with what is going on around 
the world, I don’t know what they brainwash my kid. . . . There are 
certainly billions of Muslims around the world and most of them, the 
majority of them are good. And it’s a very pacifist [religion], (pause) but I 
have not seen that in my life, happening in my [home] country. The people 
who took over in the name of Islam . . . have murdered, have killed, have 
raped, have destroyed families in the name of Islam. I can’t [do it], 
unfortunately. 
 
 More often than anything, these congregationally unaffiliated parents saw 
organized religion as intolerant, judgmental, and socially divisive, which factored 
into their thinking about whether congregations were places to learn to be a good 
person. Parents cited numerous individual moments when religious communities 
had exhibited such moral failure: a priest rebuking a mother with a crying baby 
during a christening ceremony, a fellow congregant questioning a young man’s 
practice of listening to non-religious (i.e. secular) music, a sense that women 
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should feel ashamed of their sexuality, the judgment of people living on 
government welfare, and the limiting of gay and lesbian rights.  
Non-attending parents in my study saw this intolerance as a specifically 
religious trait they did not wish their children to be taught. Most frequently 
mentioned among the forms of religious intolerance was the exclusivity of 
religious communities themselves, which condemned those who do not believe 
or follow their teachings to eternal perdition. One father, who now self-identified 
“not very strongly” with Presbyterianism and Christianity, described an 
experience he had as a youth in one such community: 
When I was in eighth grade, a friend of mine, Susan, was just bawling her 
eyes out [at school]. . . . We have religion class for the Catholics and non-
Catholics, and her dad is Jewish, and her mom is Catholic, so she was 
raised Catholic. And the priest is telling her that her dad is going to hell, 
because he didn’t accept Christ. So in my mind, that is pretty narrow, and 
is that what I want to tell my children, that it is this way or the highway? 
There is not another side to the argument? There is not another way to 
look at it?  
 
The vast majority of Americans believe that good people of many different 
religions can go to heaven,105 so it is not surprising that these non-attending 
parents found it a “turnoff” when they encountered those who firmly held non-
inclusive views of eternal salvation or, even worse, attempted to convert them. In 
the words of one mother (who self-identified “not very strongly” with Christianity), 
the problem with religion was that “it breeds too much of those types of people 
that [say] ‘[You must] believe my beliefs because we are right, and if you don’t 
                                                 
 105. Putnam and Campbell, American Grace, 534–40. 
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follow along you are wrong,’ rather than ‘Everybody can just believe what they 
want to believe and get along.’” 
 Most unaffiliated parents did not view organized religion as unequivocally 
evil. It was good in that it provided community, moral training, and established 
channels for serving the wider world; yet it was too freighted with intolerance. 
Given a New England culture that no longer made church attendance a standard 
component of middle-class civic life, even parents who had been a part of 
organized religion in the past now felt few qualms about having left. In the 
analogy of the father who now only weakly identified with the Presbyterian family 
heritage of his youth,  
It’s kind of like going to visit a new city, or living in a new city. . . . There 
are things you love about it, and there things that are like, “Ah, I don’t love 
that,” right? So at some point you are going to say, “I like it enough, and 
it’s got enough good things that appealed to me, that I’m going to stay.” Or 
you say, “You know what, I’ve kind of ‘been there, done that.’ I don’t love 
it, I don’t hate it. I like it, but, hey, look, there is something else in [another 
city] that I think is going to be awesome. Let’s go see what it’s all about 
[there].” 
 
 For many of these currently non-attending parents, the question was 
whether their own experiences in congregations had been positive enough that 
they would make it a priority for their own children to “be there” and “do that” as 
well. Although it appeared that a few might do so in the near future, most seemed 
more convinced by the examples of other people who had managed to be “good 
without organized religion.” These parents led busy lives with many other 
competing demands that they considered higher priorities. Teaching their 
children to lead good lives would not require religious participation. 
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Religion, Master Values, and Ordinary and Supererogatory Goodness 
 So, after a full chapter detailing many of the nuances of the Golden Rule 
for these middle- and upper-middle class Americans, what do we finally make of 
it? In his book Landscapes of the Soul: The Loss of Moral Meaning in American 
Life, sociologist Douglas Porpora provocatively argues that the Golden Rule for 
most Americans is not ultimately about goodness (or godliness) at all, but rather 
is almost wholly procedural—”an ethic of conventional reciprocity . . . designed 
for ordinary life to operate smoothly.”106 For Porpora, this “banal goodness of 
ordinary life and ordinary time” found in the Golden Rule is only a pale reflection 
of a more radical, supererogatory ethic of Jesus that reflects the excessive love 
of God for the world. “We are not just to respect all others but actually to love 
them. We are not to love just our kin. We are not to just love our neighbor. We 
are to love so universally as to include even the enemies who persecute us. We 
are to go out of our way to love.” The problem, according to Porpora, is that this 
charismatic ethic has become routinized into “a tame, . . . bourgeois ethic 
designed for ordinary life to go on.”107 
 I am not sure I agree with Porpora’s assessment that the Golden Rule, as 
depicted in the Bible, is distinct from Jesus’ more radical ethic. However, he may 
be right that it has become a less-exacting form of social goodness as interpreted 
                                                 
 106. Porpora, Landscapes of the Soul, 161. 
 
 107. Ibid., 165. 
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and applied by today’s Americans.108 If we look at the visions of a “good life” that 
these everyday middle- and upper-middle class parents held for their children, 
what do we find? How ordinary or supererogatory was the Golden Rule for them? 
 If we turn first to Ammerman’s Golden Rule Christians, we can see how a 
Golden Rule form of goodness is highly amenable to the civility of middle-class 
life. Neither pushy about one’s religious views (evangelism) nor politically 
confrontational (political activism), Golden Rule virtue makes fewer waves 
because it follows America’s code of civility109—that social harmony is best 
maintained if people do not discuss religion or politics too much. Although things 
like general kindness and community service may not always include loving 
one’s enemies, they are unlikely to create many new enemies either.  
 The comments of the parents in my study clearly show that Golden Rule 
behavior was a social lubricant; if people were nice to one another, social 
interactions proceeded much more smoothly. In fact, whether supererogatory or 
not, we can say that all forms of “other-centered behavior” (even and especially 
proper manners) are consequential, since social order itself depends on them.110 
                                                 
 108. In a footnote, Porpora does acknowledge that the Golden Rule may have originally been 
given a more radical meaning by Jesus, but that modern-day Americans have nevertheless made 
it merely an ethic of reciprocity or procedural respect. Ibid., 327–28. 
 
 109. This desire to avoid conflict which is central to middle-class social life is also explored in 
Baumgartner, The Moral Order of a Suburb. Also, for how this applies to religious expression (or 
the lack thereof), see John Murray Cuddihy, No Offense: Civil Religion and Protestant Taste 
(New York: Seabury, 1978). 
 
 110. For the argument that ritualistic manners of courtesy create shared and imagined (i.e. 
“subjunctive”) worlds that are necessary for harmonious social interaction, see Adam B. Seligman 
et al., Ritual and Its Consequences: An Essay on the Limits of Sincerity (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 21–23. 
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Everyday contributions to society make possible the wide array of American civic 
institutions, from children’s soccer teams to parent-teacher associations. 
People’s ability to hold down jobs ensures that not everyone is a free rider, thus 
making society economically sustainable. Undoubtedly these ordinary forms of 
behavior are quite important.111 
 Earlier in this chapter, we also noted many instances in which caring for 
others was an instrumental value and the giver was the primary beneficiary of 
good works—through positive emotions associated with service, through so-
called “karmic” rewards obtained later in this lifetime, or through padding 
children’s college resumes (which could amplify their prospects of college 
admittance and a well-paying job that would increase their future subjective well-
being). In these cases, the reasons for doing good were largely self-oriented and 
pragmatic rather than others-oriented and sacrificial. 
 Yet there are reasons that a lived Golden Rule ethic may also be more 
other-centered and more supererogatory than one might think, as parents in my 
study described their children’s benevolence more frequently in terms of the 
Golden Rule than in terms of weaker expressions of generosity. As Porpora 
himself notes, a proactive Golden Rule ethic (“Do to others what you would have 
them do to you”) is more demanding than the relatively passive Silver Rule (“Do 
not do to others what you do not want them to do to you”), which, in turn, is more 
                                                 
 111. Porpora agrees that ordinary and non-transcendent ethics are important, but argues that 
such non-heroic ethics are not accomplishing the end of “guard[ing] the well-being of the other 
souls on this planet.” Porpora, Landscapes of the Soul, 166. 
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demanding than the Tinsel Rule (“Do good to others if you like them and they 
deserve it”).112 While it is important to remember that people’s actions do not 
always align with their speech, it is noteworthy that in my study expressions of 
the more exacting Golden Rule outnumbered those of the Silver Rule by a ratio 
of five to one, and the Tinsel Rule by a much greater margin. 
 A Golden Rule ethic, as desired and lived by parents in my study, might 
also be more supererogatory than it used to be. This is not because the forms of 
doing good have changed, but because the society around it no longer 
encourages the ethic as fully as it once did. Indeed, this is Bellah’s fear—that 
individualistic languages of pleasure and self-fulfillment have become so 
dominant that everyday Americans are left with no substantive commitment to 
the common good. In a world in which other-centered rhythms of life are no 
longer “taken for granted,” parents have to explain to children why they (unlike 
many of their peers) are expected to do chores for their family, to spend time 
tutoring at a local elementary school, or to donate some of their money to charity. 
Sacrificing for others thus becomes a conscious ideal and not a taken-for-granted 
pattern. Indeed, there are reasons to believe that Americans today are more 
materialistic than in previous years.113 And it is also indisputable that the 
                                                 
 112. Ibid., 158–60. 
 
113.  On the increase of material acquisition as a life goal, see Jennifer A. Lindholm, “The 
‘Interior’ Lives of American College Students: Preliminary Findings from a National Study,” in 
Passing on the Faith: Transforming Traditions for the next Generation of Jews, Christians, and 
Muslims, ed. James L. Heft (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 81–82; Jean M. 
Twenge, W. Keith, and Elise C. Freeman, “Generational Differences in Young Adults’ Life Goals, 
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marketing of material goods to children—and the idea that personal pleasure and 
self-fulfillment are worthy goals to be achieved through consumption—have 
increased in recent decades.114 This means that parents who want to instill a 
Golden Rule ethic of “giving instead of (just) getting” have a larger fight on their 
hands than in generations past. 
 It is true that moral languages still do exist to counter those of utilitarian 
and expressive individualism, and possibly to do so in supererogatory ways. 
Some of the parents in this study used them. As we have seen, one mother drew 
from the Hindu scriptures to explain how, in the final stages of the life course, 
people who had finished raising their children were freed up to serve the whole 
world. Another mother, an Evangelical Christian, drew from the radical ethic of 
Jesus in stating, “Maybe Christianity takes [the idea of helping the world’s poor] 
and runs with it further, [with] the idea that . . . I ought to give sacrificially, or I 
ought to go the extra mile, or [if] somebody asked you for something, give them 
something beyond that. . . . That’s where it starts to be above and beyond maybe 
what the secular worldview would say is enough.” 
 Throughout this study, we have seen many cases in which master values 
either reinforced or eclipsed one another as parents and children made choices 
about where to live, which schools to attend, whether or not to attend church, and 
                                                                                                                                                 
Concern for Others, and Civic Orientation, 1966–2009,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology 102, no. 5 (2012): 1045–62, doi:10.1037/a0027408. 
  
 114. On the rise in marketing in the wake of the 1980s deregulation of advertising on 
children’s television, see Susan E. Linn, Consuming Kids: The Hostile Takeover of Childhood 
(New York: New Press, 2004). 
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what to eat (or not eat). What I would like to suggest is that when scholars of 
human values measure what really matters to people, they take into account 
more fully the ways in which goods add to or subtract from one another in 
everyday life. When does the pursuit of one life goal assist in the attainment of 
other goals? And, given that resources are finite, when are values “sacrificed” to 
one another? 
 In some cases, helping others is far from supererogatory, as in the case of 
people who serve primarily to feel good about themselves or to bolster their 
college resumes. In religious studies terms, this instrumental approach to service 
accords with a rational choice approach to religion, which assumes that people 
always act to obtain rewards. Indeed, in some ways it is difficult to argue against 
this position. As our earlier discussion of the personal benefits derived from 
helping others has illustrated, most types of altruism can be “value-added.” In 
fact, the only pure exception I can think of would be an Atheist who loves life, yet 
willingly and anonymously sacrifices his or her life on behalf of another. Such a 
person would expect to receive nothing at all from his or her service—no escape 
from misery, no resultant good feelings, no reward in the afterlife, and no residual 
positive legacy. For all other types of giving behavior, though, the task of the 
researcher is to ascertain the degree to which potential benefits (e.g. tax write-
offs, expected reciprocation, etc.) are or are not included in people’s mental 
calculus regarding the reasons for helping others. 
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 Furthermore, I contend that the degree to which benevolent activity is 
supererogatory is also measurable by the degree to which it precludes or 
prohibits the realization of other values (or at least portends to do so a priori). 
While we may typically think of sacrificial behavior as that which is costly in terms 
of resources such as money, time, energy, and attention, in truth those resources 
are only precious because they can be spent or saved to achieve other values. 
This means we should focus our analysis on what economists call “opportunity 
costs.” If a person spends significant amounts of time at a homeless shelter, that 
time can not also be spent pursuing pleasure through going to the movies. If 
someone donates their life savings to a charity, they no longer have a financial 
buffer to provide them security. If people decide to help those afflicted with a life-
threatening contagion, they place their own safety at risk. If middle-class parents 
decide to invest themselves fully in an underprivileged community by taking up 
residence there, they prioritize that above their children’s educational and future 
employment prospects (assuming they do not have the funds for private 
schooling, that is). If parents require that their children involve themselves in 
community service against their wishes, they constrain their children’s autonomy. 
Each of these pro-social actions could be considered supererogatory to some 
degree, since they make it less likely or possible to realize other master values 
that are important to middle- and upper-middle class parents in the United 
States. Scholars may learn things by asking their subjects to rank or rate values 
in the abstract, but if they are concerned about finding out what matters most to 
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people, they must devise measures that more fully take into account the 
incompatibility of various values in the particular contexts of everyday life.  
 So, in the end, it is too simple to label the Golden Rule ethic as either 
ordinary or supererogatory. Within this chapter we have seen instances of both. 
We have seen well-to-do families donating from their surplus a fraction of their 
used clothing and toys. And we have seen a fearful father concerned for his 
daughter’s safety nevertheless letting her leave his oversight and travel to an 
unfamiliar place on a church mission trip. Both are Golden Rule behaviors, yet 
analytically they occupy different points on the spectrum. In some cases, Porpora 
may be right that Golden Rule actions are about individual happiness—about 
making life proceed smoothly or feeling good about oneself. In other cases, 
though—when the focus of the actions is not on the self but on the well-being of 
the other, and when such service is done at the expense of other values—they 
can be much more than that. In identifying the master values and examining 
some of the different conflicts surrounding altruistic behavior, this study has 
begun to parse out these distinctions. It is the task of further research to chart 
them more fully. 
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CHAPTER SIX - WHO AND WHOSE YOU ARE: THE CHALLENGES OF 
TRANSMITTING IDENTITY 
 Parents see a good life as one in which their children know who they are. 
By claiming a personal and social identity, they find or carve out space in the 
world for themselves (and for their communities). However, in a world in which 
multiple identities are possible, where will they reside? Will they end up with an 
identity that draws them into the same “carved out” space with their parents? 
With their extended family? Or will they end up with something altogether new? 
 Previous chapters have outlined the sorts of moral and socio-economic 
places parents hope their children will occupy in the world. They want their 
children to incorporate other-centered outlooks and behaviors into their daily lives 
in order to “be” good. By doing so, they take on a certain sort of moral identity. 
Parents also privilege a socio-economic identity bestowed by a “middle-class 
package” that includes college attendance and a stable job. They take sides in 
cultural debates over the carefree or preparatory nature of “childhood” and the 
identity of their sons and daughters as “children.” And parents foster myriad other 
identities based on personal interests and abilities, gender, and family 
membership.  
 In this chapter, we will turn to the ways parents hope their children will 
express their family’s ethnic, national, and racial identity, and how they think 
about the religious (or non-religious) identity their children may claim. We will 
especially explore the ways in which religious identity is implicated in larger 
 
 308
cultural developments, including the relative social positions of the various 
religious and non-religious traditions these parents represent. 
 Religious identity is often discussed in terms of contrasts between 
“ascribed” and “achieved” status. In America, do children have an ascribed 
identity, assigned to them at birth, which they unconsciously adopt from their 
social milieu and which tells them who they are and which social roles they were 
to play? And do parents have a right or obligation, based on their own moral 
convictions, to encourage their children to adopt certain types of identity? Or do 
children have an achieved identity, which is not given to them, but rather 
consciously and voluntarily chosen? And is it a moral imperative (for something 
as fundamental to the self as identity) that parents affirm their children’s 
autonomy to define themselves as they see fit?1 As we will see, the answer 
provided to these questions is “It depends”—although it is apparent that parents 
from all backgrounds sense that, in a religiously diverse context like America, 
very little about identity can be taken for granted. 
Ethnic, National, and Racial Identity 
 The vast majority of immigrants in my study were ethnic minorities2—and 
prominent among their foci were their children’s ethnic and national identities. 
Whereas many of them were accustomed to thinking of ethnicity and nationality 
                                                 
 1. The typologies of achieved and ascribed statuses derive from Ralph Linton, The Study of 
Man: An Introduction (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1936), 115–31.  
 
 2. The only exceptions to this were a mother from the British Isles, a mother from South 
Africa, and a father from Canada. 
 
 
 309
(and, as we will see below, religion) as one and the same (e.g. “I am ‘Indian’”), 
their minority status in an ethnically diverse America drove a wedge between 
these forms of identity. Their ethno-cultural heritage no longer equated with “the 
way things are done in this land.” And the fact that their children were growing up 
in America meant that this new land laid a claim on their children as strongly, if 
not more strongly, than did these parents’ homelands. 
 These immigrant parents expressed unanimously that they wanted their 
children to be American, and many said that their children could not be otherwise 
given that their upbringing was taking place in the United States. But the parents 
also wanted them to be Indian, Iranian, and Pakistani—not in terms of legal 
citizenship, but through familiarity and affinity for the ethno-cultural values that 
were formed and shaped within those distant nation-states. To have such an 
identity would connect their children with them as parents, with their extended 
family, and with the family’s homeland. 
 Parents used a number of interconnected means to foster this sense of 
ethno-cultural identity—namely, institutions, personal relationships, and cultural 
practices. Since their heritage was not being taught in American schools,3 
parents turned to cultural (and religious) associations such as the Hindu temple 
and Bal Vihars, as well as the Islamic center and its Islamic Sunday school—
where their children could celebrate holidays, practice rituals (including yoga and 
                                                 
 3. One father from India did note that his daughter’s school had a week in which students of 
different cultural heritages could present things about their heritages to their classmates. Yet in 
the social studies curriculum itself, there was often nothing dealing with India, and when such 
material was present it was very superficial. 
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prayer), begin to learn languages, and develop relationships with others who 
shared their ethnicity.4 In the case of the Indians, they also turned to 
organizations that taught their daughters classical Indian music and dance. And, 
as we have seen in previous chapters, immigrants from all countries passed on 
cultural heritage through the family—through ethno-cultural cooking and dietary 
practices, as well as other various family social customs. They also took family 
trips overseas to experience firsthand the lands of their ancestry, although they 
felt a tension regarding the degree to which they should romanticize their 
homelands, given that they wanted their children to identify with them. One 
Iranian mother tailored a recent family trip to “cocoon” her children in the 
beautiful aspects of her country of origin. Others exposed their children to a wider 
range of experiences, although they still had to be careful. As one Indian father 
explained, he had made a conscious effort never to complain while he was in 
India because he did not want his children to end up with the view of many 
second-generation immigrant children who “think [India] is dirty, they are bored, 
they think it is hot, and they sort of have an aversion to it.” 
 These immigrant parents claimed that including these institutions, 
relationships, and cultural experiences in their children’s lives did not make them 
any less American. One Iranian father acknowledged that his daughter was 
growing up with an awareness of some “differences in her life [from] a 
                                                 
 4. As a multi-ethnic mosque, children did not find that everyone shared their ethnicity; yet 
even so it was a place where their children could find others who were more like them than the 
white majorities that populated many of their suburban schools. 
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mainstream child,” yet he argued that “here [in America], there are many foreign 
children. So there are lots of mainstreams, a Chinese mainstream, an Indian 
mainstream, [etc.].” For these immigrant parents, their dream was for their 
children to identify with both America and the ethnicity of their family, a desire 
that was evident in the accommodations a few parents’ made in their celebration 
of family holidays—when they put up Christmas trees and played Santa, as well 
as celebrated holidays such as Eid and Diwali.5 In communicating his desire for 
dual identity to his children, one father related, “It’s about telling them . . . [that] 
there is a fine balance between the two and they will have to live with it for the 
rest of their lives, with both of those dimensions. Both of them are beautiful; both 
of them are things that they need to have, that will enrich their lives.” Another 
reasoned with his son, “Are you your father’s son? Are you your mother’s son? 
So why can’t you be both American and Indian?” 
 However, when parents were pressed a bit, they admitted that fusing the 
two was not as easy as their idealistic rhetoric made it appear. No matter how 
much they affirmed that their children were legally American, some parents had 
qualms about their children being both culturally American and culturally Indian, 
Iranian, or Pakistani. This applied to things like vegetarianism and avoidance of 
pork. It included whether to marry someone with the same ethnic background. 
And it included a number of value conflicts between the more restrained and 
                                                 
 5. There were at least as many, if not more, parents who did not celebrate Christmas—mostly 
for religious reasons. 
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communal cultural values found overseas and the more individualistic, or even 
libertine, cultural values of America. Although these parents wanted their children 
to be American in nationality, we have already noted elsewhere their issues with 
American cultural practices of dating and sexuality, substance usage, de-
emphasis on the extended family, and children’s assertion of their individual will.6 
As one Indian mother put it, “It is difficult . . . both for parents as well as kids, 
because according to our religion, and according to the culture that I grew up, if I 
try to tell them what is right and what is wrong, there are certain things they hear, 
they see [in America], which are exactly opposite to what . . . I used to teach 
them.”  
 Parents responded to this disjuncture in various ways. One Indian mother 
declared that it was appropriate to encourage components of Indian identity, but 
to require them to adopt them was morally inappropriate. Other parents, 
however, encouraged their children more strongly to adopt their own ethno-
cultural practices over American ones. For instance, one Indian father told me 
how he hoped his daughter would learn to accept not fully fitting in, and even 
develop a sense of pride in the dietary practices that made her different. And 
another told me that his daughter typically wore Western dress, yet he wanted 
her not to be ashamed to wear traditional Indian garb when the occasion called 
for it. He explained,  
                                                 
 6. We should remember, however, that some parents also appreciated this American 
“openness,” since it allowed them to modify their heritage a bit, particularly regarding acceptance 
of divorce and more egalitarian gender roles. 
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When we celebrate the Indian festivals there are certain traditional Indian 
clothes that the kids wear. You must’ve heard of like a sari or you know it’s 
called a ghagra, or whatever. It’s very dressy, very ornate with colors and . 
. . tons of jewelry. That is something that [my daughter] would find 
challenging explaining to her friends, [saying] “I was dressed in all these 
clothes and I had jewelry” and all that, because she wears zero jewelry to 
school. But then when she was home and we’re celebrating this festival, . . 
. she had all this on. So, again, it’s about . . . us empowering her to explain 
to her friends what it is . . . instead of hiding it. You never want to hide. If 
you hide, then that’s going to show up at some point in life. If you are 
proud of it and you talk about it, you’ll be happy about it, and you’re going 
to be more comfortable about it with your friends. It will be uncomfortable 
talking about it the first time, maybe a little the second time, but not the 
third time. 
 
This father had faith that his daughter’s friends, with increased understanding, 
would come to appreciate her cultural distinctiveness. 
 In some cases, however, America did not accept cultural difference. For 
one, most parents had chosen names for their children that reflected their 
family’s ethnic heritage,7 and some realized that these monikers could potentially 
serve as a barrier to full “American-ness.” Even with America’s ethnic diversity, in 
the ears of some peers these names marked their children as “foreign.” And 
during the interviews, these immigrant parents sometimes accentuated their 
children’s foreignness by comparing or contrasting them with the “American kids” 
who shared their neighborhoods and schools. 
 Furthermore, in America many of these immigrants were confronted with 
the salience of racial identity—and were placed in the category of “other” 
                                                 
 7. All of the Hindu parents had give their children Indian names, and many of the Muslims 
had given their children names reflective of their heritage as well, although about half of the 
participants from the mosque left blank the section of the questionnaire that asked for their 
children’s names. 
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because of the color of their skin. Although not everyone felt this stigma to the 
same degree, it was a prominent part of life for several of the parents, including 
one Indian mother who reported, 
Mother: Our kids have had problems. Our kids have had problems from 
schools over here. I can say my daughters were abused when they were 
little in the sense that they were hit or beaten up in school for being 
different. . . . In the Caucasian society, I see that generations of 
immigrants from Eastern European countries came, from Italian countries 
came, but they were all white-skinned so they could integrate very easily. 
My daughters are still called Indian today. They were born and raised in 
this country; they are Americans. [But] they are not seen as Americans. 
They’re still seen as Indians. And that’s what affects me. . . . Their 
children, if they marry an Indian person, it doesn’t matter. Four 
generations down, they will still be considered Indians. They won’t be 
considered Americans because their skin color is different. It’s like African-
Americans are considered African-Americans. 
 
Kevin: . . . So you think that even four generations (pause) 
 
Mother: It’s going to stay, yeah. The skin color is going to stay. . . . And 
you see it in . . . schools, where the parents have prejudice, or . . . they 
may not necessarily be prejudiced but they might just have opinions and 
kids pick up on this, and it comes out and it shows. “Hey, you’re brown.” 
 
Interviewer: Does [your son] experience this too? 
 
Mother: Not as much anymore. He has, when he was very little in a 
daycare situation. So he was, like, three [or] four. He came home and told 
me. 
 
Interviewer: What did he say? 
 
Mother: Just basically that, “Why am I brown? Why is it bad being brown?” 
 
Interviewer: Because someone had said something? One of the other 
kids? 
 
Mother: Yeah, somebody had said something at school. And obviously at 
that age, where does it come from? From parents, right? So it’s never 
going to go away, I don’t think it’s ever going to go away. 
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Other parents mentioned similar incidents affecting their children, from a 
daughter perpetually being mistaken for the only other Indian-American child in 
her school to a Pakistani father imploring his teenage son to be highly deferential 
to Los Angeles police, who he thought might be prejudiced against people with 
his color of skin and hair. Another father faulted the media for perpetuating 
negative stereotypes of people of Middle Eastern heritage. Racism directed 
against “blacks, Chinese, [and] Spanish” was considered socially unacceptable, 
he said, but “it is open season against us.” 
 Some parents disagreed that race was a huge detriment to their children’s 
inclusion, preferring to view their prospects in America through the lens of 
meritocracy. In school, their children were treated well by teachers because they 
worked hard, they said, although one mother did speculate that maybe they 
would not be as accepted if they were below-average students. Another mother 
mentioned that things were better for her family in the United States than in other 
English-speaking countries that contained less ethnic diversity. Nevertheless, 
even if these immigrants’ children did not experience direct prejudice, the fact 
that race was a salient social category in the United States meant that they still 
sensed their difference. One mother related, 
I remember when [my daughter] was little she would say, when she was 
four, “I don’t want to be brown.” I mean it’s like if your class is all white, 
and you’re the one with brown skin, you feel different. I was the same way 
when I was growing up; I felt the same thing. It’s hard to be different. And 
as a child you care about that a lot; when you grow up you don’t care. It’s 
like you grow out of it; you value the difference. But as a child it’s really 
hard. 
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 Life was less awkward for those who were not brown. If we turn to the 
interviews of the non-immigrants, almost all of whom were white, we find that 
very few mentioned their whiteness. Some parents were aware of race when 
they spoke of the diversity (or lack thereof) in their children’s neighborhoods and 
schools, but when it came to defining their children’s identity, their whiteness was 
an “unmarked term,” meaning that they considered it “normal” and not worthy of 
mention.8 Being white held few, if any disadvantages. And although parents 
occasionally mentioned the remnants of ethnic identity (such as a daughter who 
opted to study Italian in school because her father had Italian roots, and several 
parents who attributed their family’s roots in Catholicism to their Irish or Italian 
background), such mentions were negligible compared to salience that ethnicity 
held for immigrants in the study. 
 When immigrants in this study spoke of their distinctive ethno-cultural 
practices, it was clear that they represented something more than just particular 
ways of life. Vegetarianism, traditional dress, language, and other cultural 
customs were parcels of identity that, if opened, they would gift their children with 
a particular sense of who they were. Sometimes these parents wanted their 
children to accept or embrace these cultural gifts instead of other gifts offered in 
America. Nevertheless, they hoped that this would not make their children less 
                                                 
 8. On linguistic markedness and un-markedness, see Linda R. Waugh, “Marked and 
Unmarked: A Choice between Unequals in Semiotic Structure,” Semiotica 38, no. 3–4 (1982): 
299–318. 
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American, even as their names or skin color still marked a foreignness that 
hindered their full inclusion in American society. 
The Religious Factor 
 If we turn our attention now to the topic of how parents from each 
community approach their children’s religious or secular identities, we find that 
similar questions arise. How strongly do they desire that their children self-
identify with a particular tradition? What does it mean to have that particular 
identity, and why do they want them to have it? How do parents try to provide 
that identity for their children, or encourage their children to adopt it themselves? 
And how do they feel about their children using their autonomy to question the 
tradition, to adopt a skeptical posture toward the tradition, or to adopt a different 
faith?  
 All these questions not only have a personal dimension, but elicit a second 
set of social, public questions as well: In America, are each of these religious 
identities primarily ascribed or achieved? To what extent does American social 
life make it easy or difficult to transmit or live with such identities? And what do 
answers to these questions tell us about the relative social positions of the 
various religious and secular traditions in American public life? 
 If we look at social identity as interwoven with (or even determined by) the 
values of social groups, these values may align with those of the wider society, or 
that they may be the source of significant tension with that society. Particular 
visions of a good life and a good person inhere in the identities of groups, as well 
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as individuals, and may align with (or even help to shape) the cultural milieu 
within which they exist. Or these moral identities may find themselves, to greater 
or lesser degrees, outside the mainstream, with alternative identity-defining 
beliefs and practices that produce and testify to an alternative set of values. 
 Two common ways of measuring the centrality or marginality of religious 
traditions in American public life are to examine the relative economic standing of 
each group or their representation in positions of power or public prominence.9 
While those are indeed indicators of centrality, I want to use a different measure 
in this chapter—namely, the degree to which adherents of each religious or 
secular tradition find their religious identities (as they define them) in accordance 
or at odds with the middle-class society in which their families reside. 
Undoubtedly, there is a correlation between economic standing, public 
prominence, and the acceptability of one’s religious values and identity. 
However, as we will see, religious identity matters for more than fame, fortune, or 
cultural power. Although a few of my participants occupy positions of power and 
prestige, most are professionals that live comfortable lives and exert a narrower 
range of influence. In fact, by drawing participants from the middle- and upper-
middle classes for all my religious and secular groups, I hold socio-economic 
level relatively constant across my sample. This allows me to direct our attention 
                                                 
 9. For a recent example, see James D. Davidson and Ralph E. Pyle, Ranking Faiths: 
Religious Stratification in America (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011). 
 
 
 319
to other dimensions in which religious identity might cause everyday members of 
different communities to fit (or not fit) into the American cultural mainstream. 
 Each of the traditions in the study shaped the thinking of parents in 
different ways. Some of the differences are subtle, and some are more drastic. 
All of them are interwoven with larger historical, theological, and social dynamics. 
As in the last chapter, we will begin our discussion with those groups who are 
said to have traditionally resided at the center of America’s cultural life before 
moving to those residing at the margins. After a brief excursus to look at religious 
identity among interreligious families, this chapter will conclude with a discussion 
of how my findings speak to different ways of measuring the social location of 
America’s religious communities. 
Liberal Protestants 
 The Liberal Protestant parents in my study saw their religious identity as 
rooted in the heritage of the Christian past, yet also open to the world of the 
present. In general, these Episcopalians wanted their children to be Christians,10 
which meant that they wanted them to be people of faith and goodness. When I 
asked them to define what it meant to be a Christian, some gave answers 
referring to God or Jesus. One mother used the term “follower of Christ,” and 
another stated, “I think it means to be in a relationship with God and Jesus all 
                                                 
 10. Although different layers of religious identity were possible for each of the groups, I 
focused primarily on the broadest categorization. For example, instead of focusing on being 
Episcopalian, I asked questions about being Christian. Or, for the Muslims in the study, I asked 
about being Muslim, not about being Sunni, Shi’a, or Sufi. Of course, if the participants noted a 
sub-identity as important (as a few Episcopalians and a number of Catholics did), I duly noted it.  
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tied together.” Others said something similar, but without the proper nouns: “For 
me, a big part of [Christianity] is just faith in something other than what we have 
here, and can see. So belief in something that is bigger than all of us, and all-
knowing.” 
 When asked why it was or was not important that their children be 
Christian, parents were occasionally unsure or struggled for words to express 
their thoughts. 
Interviewer: Why is it important [to be a Christian]? 
 
Mother: Because I think it’s just a good (long pause), Why is it? That is a 
harder question, isn’t it? Um, (long pause) it just is. (chuckle)  
 
Interviewer: It just is? 
 
Mother: It’s important to me; it’s an important part of how I define myself, I 
think, so I just, um (long pause) I don’t know. I guess that’s just a (pause) 
It is, I think it is important. 
 
 Most of the time, however, these parents had an answer for why it was 
important to be a Christian. For one, these parents replied that faith gave people 
moral purpose and helped them attain a strong moral character. The primary 
reason to have faith, though, was that it supported people and saw them through 
difficult times. Being a person of faith meant having hope—in a theological 
sense—that the world, at bottom, is good. No one is truly alone, people can pray 
and get through depression and other medical issues, parents can trust that 
children will be all right as they leave home for the wider world, and people can 
suffer and pass beyond this life without despair having the final word. Related to 
this last point, we will discuss shortly how these Liberal Protestants did not see 
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religious identity (or lack thereof) as determinant of the fate of souls in the 
afterlife. Neither did they see the object of their faith as merely a human invention 
meant to minimize life’s pain. In the words of one mother, “I don’t think it’s [just] a 
mechanism for not falling into depression. I also believe fully . . . that faith is a 
real thing. God is real.” 
 In the last chapter, we saw how Liberal Protestants highlighted the ethical 
dimension of Christianity. In fact, in some of their descriptions of identity, parents 
held “Christian” and “good” to be equivalent.  
Mother: We served dinner at the Salvation Army. And I said, “You know, 
we’re just going to give this a shot, Andrew, and see what you think about 
this.” And I was in awe; he picked up plates like (pause) There was no 
fear; there was nothing. He just went, and he was so polite to these 
people, and they were polite back to him. There was a scuffle that went 
on, some other gentlemen came in who had had a little too much to drink. 
And he just stepped up to the plate and I was so proud of him, and I said, 
“Now you’re being Christian.” And we talked about it after, and he said, 
“It’s no big deal mom.” [But] the whole time I’m thinking, “This is a huge 
deal.” 
 
For many of these parents, the Golden Rule was at the heart of the Christian 
identity, in both its active and tolerant forms. Christianity, one mother said, 
“should be a unifying thing. . . . It should be all welcoming and opening to all 
people and not divisive.” In opposition to conservative Christians (both Protestant 
and Catholic), whom they deemed judgmental, these parents participated in their 
Episcopal congregation, in part, to show their children that a Christian identity 
could include the tolerance commonly associated with political and social 
liberalism. 
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 At one point during the interviews, I asked parents whether they thought it 
better to heavily involve children in a particular religious tradition, or whether they 
should refrain from doing so in order to let their children choose their own path. 
Overwhelmingly, these Liberal Parents argued that it was important to provide a 
religious foundation for children. Multiple parents expressed that children were 
naturally spiritual during childhood, but that this sensitivity would likely wane as 
they grew older. Therefore, if they did not expose their children to religion at an 
early age, they would effectively be determining their identity for them (as non-
religious).  
 Importantly, these parents saw religion not merely as intellectual, but as 
carried in the historic symbols and rituals of the tradition—at home through 
occasional prayers and the celebration of sacred holidays, and in church through 
the liturgy. These Episcopalians found comfort and a meaningful spirituality in the 
rhythms of the services and the church year, and they hoped that their children 
would come to appreciate some of these traditions themselves. In fact, helping 
children to experience and understand various components of the liturgy was 
central to the children’s Sunday school program at the parish (called Catechesis 
of the Good Shepherd). 
 Nevertheless, these Liberal Protestants also highly valued religious 
autonomy. Far more than any other group, they expected (and even encouraged) 
their children to go through a phase of questioning the tradition in which they 
were raised. One mother, who had recently switched from the Catholic to the 
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Episcopal church, considered her family’s religious traditions as a starting point 
from which her children would begin a journey of choosing which beliefs to retain 
or to reject. As these parents saw things, personal growth was enhanced by 
learning to think critically and to view issues from multiple perspectives. In fact, in 
many cases such exploration was seen as central to the creation of the self. One 
mother said, “I think in general I would have more of a sense of assurance with 
people who do ask questions versus the ones who don’t. Because how do you 
know who you are, and what you believe, unless you have something to push up 
against?” Just as it is often expected in American culture that children will one 
day seek independence from their parents, this often includes seeking 
independence from their childhood religion as well.11 Indeed, some of these 
Liberal Protestant parents assumed that their children would venture away from 
the tradition for a time because they had done the same during their own young 
adult years—and some reported that they still had questions about certain 
traditional Christian doctrines. In fact, parishioners were not at all troubled that 
fellow congregants were “all over the place in terms of what they believe in.” As 
heirs of a community and tradition that has been at the forefront in developing 
theological arguments that incorporate the findings of modern science and the 
hermeneutic of higher biblical criticism, parishioners could “believe in God and 
Jesus and the Bible and the whole lot” (as one mother described her own faith), 
                                                 
 11. For more on the moral expectations of “leaving home,” and “leaving church,” see Bellah 
et al., Habits of the Heart, 56–65. 
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or deemphasize certain traditional doctrines and supernatural beliefs. In the end, 
this provision for diversity of belief was yet another manifestation of the inclusive 
Christian identity these Liberal Protestant parents wanted for their children.12 
 Immediately following their articulation of their expectations that their 
children would go on an “identity-hunting mission” during young adulthood, these 
parents usually assured themselves that, if they had laid the religious foundation 
well enough, they would likely “come back.”  
Mother: I hear [stories] from other parents [at church]. . . . “This kid refuses 
to come to church,” or “This kid refused to come to Sunday school,” or “My 
child has not come back since confirmation; I can’t make her.” When I 
hear those stories, we all look at each other and say, “But it’s okay, 
because they know.” The seed is planted and it’s there. And they know 
that we’re still here and they know their family still comes and all these 
people are still here. They’ll find their way back; they’re just little 
wandering sheep. . . . 
 
Father: I do think that kids can later on in life find their way back to God 
and to Christ and whatnot, but by bringing them to church young, it makes 
it easier to make that choice later. 
 
 When parents expressed these thoughts, I often asked them how they 
would react if their children did not come back to Christianity. Some parents said 
that they would be disappointed, since generational family traditions would be 
broken in the process. Yet these parents, as well as others, were resigned to the 
fact that they really had little control over their children’s identity choices, and 
neither did they truly desire to keep their children from choosing what they saw 
                                                 
 12. In terms of belief, attendees of the parish may have had a variety of perspectives on 
things like the Virgin Mary or the inspiration of the Bible. However, as in many Liberal Protestant 
churches, this inclusivity did not apply as fully to moral or political positions. Although there was 
some diversity of political persuasion within the congregation, most congregants leaned toward 
the liberal end of the spectrum, and most hard-core conservatives would have felt out of place 
because of their different stances on moral issues. 
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as right for themselves. One mother did tell me, “I think [my husband and I] would 
find it very painful if they got really anarchically angry . . . and really went a 
different direction.” However, as long as their children defined their lives in terms 
of faith and goodness, no matter the label they gave themselves, they were going 
in more or less “the same direction.” If they were to become Muslim, Buddhist, 
Jewish, or possibly even a benevolent Atheist, they were still on the right path. 
And even if they were to adopt new ritual traditions with which to raise their own 
families, if they remained within the orbits of faith and goodness, truly they would 
never really have left. It was with this in mind that one mother stated,  
I think if you’re a Buddhist you can be a Christian. And what I mean by 
that is . . . being a Christian doesn’t mean you have to go to church in my 
mind. Being a Christian means you’re making right choices. You’re being 
kind to other people; you’re helping other people. So if you want to 
become a Buddhist, become a Christian Buddhist. . . . So thirty years from 
now, if . . . my daughter becomes a Buddhist, and she’s living somewhere 
else, . . . as long as she’s doing good, and being a good person, and 
doing [what] she believes to be the right things, and helping others, that’s 
fine for me.13 
 
 The relative nonchalance with which these parents could affirm a move 
beyond Christianity to other traditions was due at least in part to either a pluralist 
theology of religions that held that good adherents of all religious (and even non-
religious) traditions could receive eternal salvation, or a universalism that posited 
that all would be saved no matter what. The first line of thought meant parents 
did not have to worry what tradition their children adhered to, as long as they 
                                                 
 13. This woman is not alone in her perspective. As Robert Wuthnow, America and the 
Challenges of Religious Diversity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 197, finds, 
twenty percent of Americans believe it is possible to be a good Christian and a good Buddhist at 
the same time. 
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were virtuous. For example, one mother stated, “I do think the right choice for my 
kids is to understand Christianity. Now they could grow up and turn away and 
say, ‘I don’t want to do that anymore. I don’t want anything,’ or ‘I’m going to be a 
Buddhist instead.’ And if they do that, that’s okay. I’m not going to mourn their 
soul.” The second line of thought meant that parents did not need to worry about 
anything at all regarding their children’s place in the afterlife, as seen in the 
comments of one mother:  
Interviewer: Some parents have said, “I want my kids to be Christians 
because that way I know they’ll go to heaven,” or something like that. Is 
that ever a [part] of your thinking at all? 
 
Mother: No, . . . because we’re all going to heaven, so I guess I (pause) 
yeah, I just take that on faith. I guess I just think that they are and so I’m 
not worried about that. I have enough other stuff (laughter) to worry about. 
Like, that’s a big one. It’s done, taken care of, yeah. 
 
These relatively low symbolic boundaries between religious traditions were not 
merely the product of a desire for inclusivity or a means of getting along with 
others in a religiously diverse world (although these Liberal Protestants did value 
both of these things). They were also a product of a conviction that, as one 
woman put it, “most religions all have the center of the presence of God.”14 For 
this reason, these parents had no reservations about exposing their children to 
non-Christian religious traditions, and were even glad that the church took some 
                                                 
 14. While seemingly inconsistent, the curious inclusion in this phrase of the words “most” and 
“all” was actually quite meaningful. These Liberal Protestants did believe that religions throughout 
the world were generally good. Yet they also made exceptions for those they saw as “cultish” or 
highly exclusive. 
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of their teens to visit other religious communities as part of their religious 
education. These other traditions were seen as allies rather than foes. 
 This is not to say, however, that these Liberal Protestants did not have 
social outgroups.15 They certainly did. Even these inclusive-minded parents 
could describe social identities that they did not wish for their children. Some 
parents said they would be disappointed or have a negative visceral reaction
the thought of their children becoming Atheists, who in their lack of belief
transcendence were “devoid of any faith or greater meaning” and without a 
supportive religious community. This was especially true if they were actively 
“prejudiced against people that do have a religion” or were “tiresome” people who 
“over-utilize analysis, . . . always have furrowed brows, . . . and always have the 
scientific explanation for everything.” Others parents, however, had less vivid 
reactions because they personally knew non-believers who had a social 
conscience and a sense of moral purpose. And even if their children did become 
Atheists
 at 
 in 
                                                
, these parents said they would not be highly concerned because periods 
of religious disbelief and agnosticism had not been the final chapters of their own 
 
 15. For more on the theory and empirical research regarding social reference groups, see the 
pioneering social psychological work of Henri Tajfel and John Turner, including Henri Tajfel, 
Human Groups and Social Categories: Studies in Social Psychology (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981); Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner, “An Integrative Theory of Intergroup 
Conflict,” in The Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations, ed. William G. Austin and Stephen 
Worchel (Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole, 1979), 33–47; John C. Turner, “Towards a Cognitive 
Redefinition of the Social Group,” in Social Identity and Intergroup Relations, ed. Henri Tajfel 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 15–40; John C. Turner, Rediscovering the Social 
Group: A Self-Categorization Theory (New York: B. Blackwell, 1987); John C. Turner et al., “Self 
and Collective: Cognition and Social Context,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 20, no. 
5 (1994): 454–63. 
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life story; potentially, their children could mirror their own journey back to faith 
and reconnect with a religious community. 
 In the previous chapter, we noted two other social groups that qualified as 
outgroups for these Liberal Protestant parents. The first, Unitarians, were highly 
respected for their moral values and concern for others, but were also seen as 
too wishy-washy. Not only was belief in God optional, but the mixed messages 
they sent by proclaiming teachings from multiple religious and secular traditions 
compromised the solidity of younger children’s religious foundation.16 The most 
prominent outgroups however, were conservative Catholics and fundamentalist 
Protestants who were seen as dogmatic, narrow, rule-based, rigid, intolerant, 
judgmental, authoritarian, indoctrinating, and “airheaded” adherents of blind 
faith.17 Some of these parents did appreciate the Catholic Church’s “history and 
tradition of service” and appreciated the “religious structure” of its liturgy. Most 
parents, however, saw the church as morally out of touch with modern realities 
and would have echoed the words of one mother:  
I think it would be very difficult for me to say to my kids, ‘You need to 
follow this, . . . A to Z’ and “This is the way it is and . . . if you get pregnant 
you have that baby. That’s it. . . . And if you see somebody who’s gay, 
they’re wrong.” And I can’t do that for my kids. . . . I want my kids to realize 
that things happen, and that doesn’t make you a bad person. It makes you 
human, and God forgives humans, you know. 
                                                 
 16. The exception to this was a mother whose husband was Hindu. As we will see later in this 
chapter, those involved in religious intermarriages sometimes felt that it was possible (or even 
beneficial) to expose their children to multiple religious traditions during their childhood years. 
 
 17. For more on the animosity of educated and politically progressive people (possibly 
including religious people) towards fundamentalists, see George Yancey, “Who Has Religious 
Prejudice? Differing Sources of Anti-Religious Animosity in the United States,” Review of 
Religious Research 52, no. 2 (2010): 159–71. 
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 These Liberal Protestants may have felt some moral dissonance between 
themselves and certain other social groups or subcultures; yet how did being a 
Liberal Protestant align or conflict with the society as a whole? Was the culture in 
which they lived a friend or foe to the Liberal Protestant identity? Although it was 
still the case that some parents felt the pull of tradition in their desire to attend 
church (and an Episcopal one, at that), such impetus was more a matter of 
maintaining family continuity than any expectation from the surrounding middle-
class world in which they resided. Half a century earlier, church attendance may 
have been a hallmark of American middle-class civic life, but these parents told 
me that this had been reversed to the point that they sometimes felt like oddballs 
for attending. In some suburban New England towns, I was told, there were still 
community social networks that ran through certain churches, but, by and large, 
the parents in my sample told me that very few of their neighbors attended, and 
their children sometimes asked them why they were the “only ones” whose 
families made the trek to church on Sunday mornings. Moreover, although one 
mother recalled the blue laws during her high school years that had restricted 
shopping and other activities on Sundays to encourage families to attend church 
and spend time together, members of the surrounding society now saw Sundays 
as fair game for all sorts of non-family and non-religious activities—from sporting 
events to play dates and birthday parties. “[Attending church] is a little bit against 
what . . . a lot of our friends believe,” one mother said. “People have play dates 
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and birthday parties on Sunday mornings, as if everybody is free on Sunday 
mornings.” 
 The diminishing numbers of regular attendees at Liberal Protestant 
churches are a large part of the story of religious social change in New England. 
And it has been argued that much of the decline is, paradoxically, a result of 
Liberal Protestant success. Sociologist N. Jay Demerath contends that historical 
liberal Protestant values of “individualism, freedom, pluralism, tolerance, 
democracy, and intellectual inquiry” have become regnant in society at large, yet 
such values are toxic for institutions devoted to delimited, commonly-held, moral 
goals.18 Indeed, if we bring in a rational choice perspective that stresses the 
benefits people receive from their religious choices, we could argue that such 
values have become so prominent throughout the wider society that people no 
longer need to attend church to align with them (or, we could add, to instill them 
in their children). From such a perspective, Liberal Protestantism fits into society 
too well. However, as I heard the parents in my study refer to themselves as 
“oddballs” for attending church, I wondered whether mere tradition kept them 
going, or whether the congregation held something distinctive from the 
surrounding culture that drew them to it. 
                                                 
 18. N. J. Demerath, “Cultural Victory and Organizational Defeat in the Paradoxical Decline of 
Liberal Protestantism,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 34 (1995): 458–69. Also, for a 
more recent discussion of Liberal Protestant defeat through victory, see David A. Hollinger, After 
Cloven Tongues of Fire: Protestant Liberalism in Modern American History (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2013), 18–55. Although Hollinger believes that Demerath has 
overestimated the diffusion of such liberal values, particularly given the hold of conservativism in 
the American South, he does agree Liberal Protestantism was central in providing key 
justifications for many social transformations during the 1960s and throughout the latter half of the 
twentieth century, even as liberals lost control of American Protestantism to the Evangelicals. 
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 Sociologists Rodney Stark and Roger Finke, expanding upon Ernst 
Troeltsch’s classical distinction between “church” and “sect,” have argued that 
the strongest religious communities are those that maintain a high level of 
tension with the surrounding culture, and for them it is conservative religious 
communities that achieve this.19 However, sociologist Penny Edgell, in a study of 
both conservative and liberal congregations, has argued that  
having a distinctive religious content that provides members with a 
meaningful expression of their own religious values . . . is associated with 
growth and vitality in [all of] these communities. Uniquely meaningful 
religious experiences . . . can be found in all groups, not just conservative 
ones. And distinctiveness may be achieved along multiple dimensions.”20 
 
 In politically and socially liberal New England, it was true that these Liberal 
Protestant families experienced less ideological tension with their cultural 
surroundings than did their more conservative counterparts. One younger 
mother, who described a faith journey that had taken her to different types of 
churches, declared that 
In my generation, it’s rebellion to go to church. (laughter) At least if you 
are a New Englander, . . . it’s rebellion to go to church, man. Everybody 
thinks you are wacko. And part of going to church for me is that you find 
people who don’t think you are wacko for going to church, too. And that 
your son knows people who are also going to church on Sunday and 
believe in God, and so your children know other children who believe in 
God, because for the most part, . . . that is not a big part of people’s lives. 
                                                 
 19. Stark and Finke, Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion, 142–54, 197, 209–
13. For seminal works in the development of church-sect typology, see H. Richard Niebuhr, The 
Social Sources of Denominationalism (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1987); Ernst Troeltsch, The 
Social Teaching of the Christian Churches, trans. Olive Wyon (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 
1960); Max Weber, “‘Churches’ and ‘Sects’ in North America: An Ecclesiastical Socio-Political 
Sketch,” trans. Colin Loader, Sociological Theory 3, no. 1 (1985): 7, doi:10.2307/202166.  
 
 20. Edgell, Religion and Family in a Changing Society, 40. 
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This mother went on to say that she had felt much more rebellious when she 
attended a fundamentalist church, but that even attending a Liberal Protestant 
church could be countercultural—at least when one considered the dimension of 
belief in God. Although there has been a large increase over the last two 
decades in the number of religiously unidentified persons in New England 
(among whom a subset does not believe in or is agnostic about the existence of 
God), the majority of people in New England still identify as religious and still 
believe in God.21 So this mother’s sense that she was a minority was, 
statistically, untrue (especially if we allow for less personal understandings of 
God, as were held by a few of these Liberal Protestant parishioners). However, in 
a religiously diverse milieu where religious faith was privatized and rarely given 
expression, it is easy to see how she got this impression. Two fellow parishioners 
confirmed this: a mother said that in society at large (and in the workplace in 
particular), “If you talk about God stuff, people get freaked out sometimes,” and a 
father said that his family and other Americans lived in “enough of a world of 
separation of church and state . . . that there aren’t many other places [other than 
church] were they can go for ‘God talk.’” 
 Although this degree of privatization is not uniform across the entire 
United States, it nevertheless points to the fact that, no matter how much 
                                                 
 21. According to Barry A. Kosmin and Ariela Keysar, American Religious Identification Survey 
(ARIS 2008) (Hartford, CT: Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society and Culture, 2009), 18, 
seventy-three percent of New Englanders self-identify with a religion, although the number of 
those claiming “no religion” grew from eight to twenty-two percent between 1990 and 2008. 
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America may or may not be a “Christian nation,” belief in God is far from a given. 
As philosopher Charles Taylor argues, we live in a “secular age” in which belief in 
God “is understood to be one option among others, and frequently not the 
easiest to embrace.”22 To use the vocabulary of social theorist Peter Berger, 
there is no overarching sacred canopy, a common societal understanding of the 
world sustained through language and other symbolic communication.23 Instead, 
the parents in my study reported that God-talk was largely absent as they moved 
among the general public. And while it may be true that America offers support 
for Christian familial traditions by making Thanksgiving and Christmas official 
holidays, even these can become secularized, as one mother noted: 
I think Easter is not the family dinner. Easter, for me is church and what 
we’re celebrating on Easter morning. And so I do want [my children] to get 
that because I think I see within our families that sometimes Easter is like, 
“Come and we’ll do Easter at twelve noon at such and such a location and 
we’ll have an Easter egg hunt and it will be great.” And I’m like, . . . “That 
time doesn’t work because we want to go to church.” And I’ve gotten 
negative feedback about both Christmas Eve and Easter Sunday because 
church interferes with Easter, or Christmas, you know? (laughter) . . . And, 
boy, that kind of bothers me, you know? . . . It’s not what Easter is to [our 
families] anymore, it really isn’t. But it is what I want my kids to get. And 
that’s what I need for myself. 
 
 Despite the significant degree to which Liberal Protestants may have 
shaped the American culture over the years, children did not automatically 
become Christian, Liberal Protestant, Episcopalian, or people of faith by imbibing 
their surroundings. In other words, these parents implicitly understood that their 
                                                 
 22. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2007), 3. 
 
 23. Berger, The Sacred Canopy. 
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children’s identity was more achieved than ascribed. Although they saw sensory 
and symbolic worship experiences during early childhood as something that 
could hold meaning for their children throughout their lives, they also embraced 
communal identity-defining rituals as their children grew older. This included the 
Rite 13 program, a program of the Episcopal church loosely modeled on the 
Jewish Bar Mitzvah, as well as the sacramental rite of Confirmation, in which 
congregants were to “express a mature commitment to Christ, and receive 
strength from the Holy Spirit through prayer and the laying on of hands by a 
bishop.”24 In keeping with the achieved nature of the identity, parents did not 
typically force their children to undergo confirmation, although they were very 
pleased when they chose to do so. And although they expected their children to 
question the tradition as they grew into adulthood, they also hoped that they 
would come back at some point and own it (or re-own it) for themselves. 
 To say that identity was largely achieved, however, is not to overlook the 
significant overlap in moral commitments between these Liberal Protestants and 
a relatively liberal New England. The mother who earlier declared it rebellious for 
people of her generation to attend church, and countercultural to believe in God, 
also qualified her statement when she considered the dimension of moral 
stances on social issues. On this point she said, “I think Mainline Protestantism is 
not rebellious in the Northeast so much as finding a place where you can live in a 
                                                 
 24. Book of Common Prayer (New York: Church Publishing, 1979), 860. 
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culture out there, but also add in the faith piece, I think, and have people that you 
can add it in with.” 
 The phrasing of this mother’s comment raises an important matter for our 
analysis—the degree to which religious identity was central or peripheral to 
parents’ and children’s overall identity.25 Was it merely an “add-on,” or was it so 
integral to their sense of self that it fundamentally re-oriented their ways of being 
in the world? As one of the rectors and the religious education director of the 
parish told me, this question was crucial for them and for their community. 
Rector: You have that mindset here, “Well, kids need some spirituality. 
They need some religion.” 
 
Religious Education Director: That is so common. 
 
Rector: “It makes them well-rounded.” You know, we want our kids to be 
something called “well-rounded.” And for me the church is at the center, 
and when I was a kid it was not an extracurricular activity. It was simply 
part of who we were. So there is a real shift and there are many, many 
families in our parish for whom church is part of who we are. This is what 
we do as a family. There is no question that we will be at church. Church 
is part of the fabric of our life and it is where we are wrapped up with God, 
and God is wrapped up with us, and this is part of our trip. But then there 
are other families who are like, “This is an activity like lacrosse or hockey 
or soccer. Okay, we are not going to go to church today, but we’re going 
to go do the Habitat for Humanity thing.” And they are fungible. . . . It’s like 
a purely activity-driven, social thing. But you know what? For me that is 
fine, because as long as they . . . just get here, that gives us an 
opportunity to invite them into maybe a deeper place. . . . I want their faith 
to be living for them; I want their faith to be something that they are 
carrying into school and into their relationships. I don’t want this to be just 
another place that they visit every week in the course of becoming well-
rounded. You know what I want? My secret agenda is to have church 
transform their lives. (laughter) 
                                                 
 25. On the positioning of identities within a person’s identity hierarchy, see Sheldon Stryker, 
“Identity Salience and Role Performance,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 4 (1968): 558–64. 
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Interviewer: And it has to be secret? 
 
Rector: Well, I think a lot of people are frightened by that. You know they 
would rather have a little religion, [but] not too much. . . . A little religion is 
good, but it’s like dessert—not every night. 
 
 Some parents’ desire for children to have only “a little religion” stemmed 
partly from the mental association they held between being “highly religious” and 
religious conservatism or fundamentalism, which they thought bred shallow 
thinking and intolerance. For the most part, though, the treatment of religion as 
an “extracurricular activity” was a matter of religion being pressed into service for 
ends that predominated in the upper-middle class communities surrounding the 
church. This did not mean that religion was unimportant, but rather that it was 
one of many important things that would benefit children in their competition for 
status and financial success—something confirmed by the fact that parents often 
approached the rector with requests to write college letters of recommendation 
for their children. 
 Parents whose religious identity was more central to their lives, however, 
saw such aims as ultimately misguided. As we saw in the previous chapter, 
several of these parents were terrified that the middle- and upper-middle class 
world would warp their children by making them, in the words of the rector, 
“hyper-acquisitive, very much out for ‘number one,’ all about the career track, 
[and] obsessed with status [and] brand.” In essence, the competitive ethic found 
in these neighborhoods conflicted with the second component of the Liberal 
Protestant identity—goodness. 
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 To return to the question of whether or not these Liberal Protestants were 
in tension with the wider society, it is clear that the answer largely depends on 
the degree to which religious identity was peripheral or central to their overall 
value matrix. As an instrumental thing, doing good works or participating in 
church could be useful for padding college resumes, securing recommendation 
letters, or even deriving personal emotional satisfaction from helping others (as 
we saw in the previous chapter). In these cases, being a Christian diverged little 
from mainstream expectations to pursue happiness, status, and financial 
success. However, if they viewed faith and goodness as the central, intrinsic 
goods (which, again, Charles Taylor calls “hypergoods”) that defined their identity 
and reoriented their priorities wherever they went, this changes matters 
considerably. Faith could be distinctive, especially if expressed publicly or shared 
with others (even in non-intrusive ways commensurate with these Liberal 
Protestants’ relatively inclusive understanding of divine presence and eternal 
salvation). And if goodness was so central to their ways of living that it ended up 
requiring the sacrifice of other middle- and upper-middle-class values such as 
health, happiness, and autonomy, then it too could be quite radical. As they 
moved through their social world, these Liberal Protestants may have found that 
the tolerant side of their definition of goodness matched that of socially liberal 
New England, but also that some active forms of benevolence could be more 
difficult or costly. As we will argue later in this chapter, no matter Liberal 
Protestantism’s historical connections and contributions to the cultural 
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mainstream, this disjuncture illustrates that today’s Liberal Protestants (or at least 
those for whom faith and goodness are hypergoods) no longer reside at the very 
center of American cultural life. 
Evangelical Protestants 
 For the Evangelical Protestant parents in my study, religious identity was a 
matter of finding one’s place within a cosmic story that stretched from the 
creation of this world to its ultimate end in a world yet to come. We have seen in 
a previous chapter how these parents conceived of their children’s employment 
as part of a “larger plan narrative,” and that they held belief to be even more 
important than benevolent action. In this chapter we see that belief in the 
Christian meta-narrative (as they understood it) was central largely because it 
told them who they were. 
 According to this meta-narrative, humankind was created in the image of 
God, yet had become estranged from God through prideful disobedience and 
rebellion. Instead of meting out ultimate punishment on those deserving of divine 
justice (which includes everyone, since all have sinned), God chose to offer 
reconciliation by becoming incarnate in the divine-human person of Jesus and 
taking the punishment for humanity’s rebellion upon himself, thereby opening the 
way for people once again to be righteous before God. Therefore, if people 
choose to receive this gift of salvation through faith and repentance, they will 
reunite with God both in this world and for all eternity. However, if they choose 
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not to accept this gift and to continue in their rebellion, they will experience 
eternal separation from God. 
 Thus, Christian identity was established by coming to faith, or as these 
Evangelicals put it, “loving Jesus,” “following Jesus,” and establishing a 
“relationship with God.” In this-worldly terms, being a follower of Jesus brought a 
number of benefits—some of which echoed those expressed by the Liberal 
Protestants. They could lean on God as a source of strength in times of trouble. 
Moreover, knowing there was an afterlife placed present-day difficulties in a 
wider framework that made them more endurable. It also provided a sense of 
moral purpose that called one to live differently than one might otherwise have 
done—through avoiding vice and building a virtuous character, which included 
loving others. Additionally, and very importantly for these Evangelical 
Protestants, seeing oneself as a “child of God” provided the most sound basis for 
the self-esteem that their children needed. As one mother put it, a Christian’s 
identity is a matter not just of “who,” but also of “whose you are.” And if one knew 
whose one was, one could have hope that God would continue to uphold one, 
not just now, but for all eternity. 
 These Evangelicals’ understanding that not all of the world’s inhabitants 
would join them in the presence of God, however, illustrated the vast ontological 
difference they saw between those who had chosen to establish a “relationship 
with God” and those who had not. During the interviews, at least two mothers 
related how they had become Christians as adults, and had themselves been 
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transferred between categories—from “unsaved” to “saved.” As they synced their 
own personal narratives with the meta-narrative of their newfound tradition, they 
saw their conversion as the moment when they began to rely on God to change 
their lives, which included becoming less lonely, angry, and self-loathing and 
more capable of forgiving those who had done them harm. These sorts of 
personal testimonies of transformation not only capture changes these mothers 
saw in their lives, but further perpetuate these categories as viable ways of 
interpreting reality within the larger community. 
 Furthermore, this ontological difference extended beyond people’s 
personal time-lines to mark a divide between Christians and those presently 
outside the Christian faith. Unlike most of the Liberal Protestants, who had few 
qualms as long as their children had faith in some form of transcendence, these 
Evangelical Protestant parents wanted their children to trust specifically in Jesus. 
Quoting from the biblical verse John 14:6, one father stated, “Jesus is the way, 
the truth, and the life, and no one comes to the Father except through him.” This 
more exclusive understanding of salvation was significant because it did not 
allow them to bridge as easily the social boundaries of a religiously diverse 
America. 
 However, the parents in my study did not see those within the Christian 
fold as wholly good. Frequently, they were self-critical and willing to acknowledge 
that people waving the Christian flag could be bigoted, short-sighted, and 
culpable for historical atrocities, both as individuals and as communities. In fact, 
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one mother appreciated that the congregation attended by the Evangelical 
parents in this study did not set a tone of “‘us’ and ‘them.’”  
 Furthermore, in their daily interactions with others, neither did these 
Evangelical Protestants portray those outside the Christian fold as wholly 
reprobate. In fact, several parents spoke of non-Christians who were good 
people. Historically, conservative Protestants have followed Martin Luther and 
other Reformers in interpreting such displays of good behavior as faithless (and 
therefore fruitless) attempts to earn divine favor and salvation instead of 
accepting God’s freely-given grace. Yet none of my participants described others’ 
behavior in these terms; instead they displayed what appeared to be genuine 
admiration of their virtuous friends and neighbors. As Robert Putnam and David 
Campbell argue, the potential for social discord across America’s religious 
divisions is mitigated by the positive personal relationships that the nation’s 
inhabitants maintain with those of differing religious identities (whom the authors 
call people’s “Aunt Susan” and “pal Al”).26 My study adds support to this 
argument, as parents reported many instances in which their children had 
developed friendships with children of other faith traditions. 
 However, this did not mean the blurring of boundaries. In the view of these 
Evangelicals, the meta-narratives of other world religions were faulty, and did not 
provide a proper understanding of God or of one’s true identity; neither did they 
accurately depict what one needed to do to establish a connection with God. For 
                                                 
 26. Putnam and Campbell, American Grace, 526–50. 
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this reason, parents did sometimes mention the opportunity their children had to 
witness to friends and acquaintances that were not Christians. Furthermore, 
when these parents did affirm goodness in non-Christians, some saw it existing 
in spite of their worldviews, and not because of them. As the Evangelical 
transformation testimonies suggest, the Christian tradition was seen as superior 
to other religions in its ability to make people more loving, forgiving, patient, and 
hopeful. 
 Furthermore, when parents turned their focus from the warm feelings they 
held for individual people to society as a whole, their tone changed considerably. 
Both pluralistic and secular, and only residually Christian, this society posed a 
challenge to their efforts to raise their children to live as Christians. Although one 
mother saw an old New England Puritan influence helping her to inculcate certain 
ways of life in her children,27 most of her fellow Evangelicals now saw the 
mainstream culture as a hostile setting in which people had abandoned 
conventional mores and exchanged liberty for license. In the words of one father,  
There are definitely some things that will create tension . . . if you’re trying 
to adhere to things that the Christian church believes in. And there are 
some of the classic ones that we hear a lot—homosexuality, right? You’ve 
got to take an opinion. Abortion, you’ve got to take an opinion. Drugs and 
sobriety, you’ve got to take an opinion. . . . I think there are . . . things in 
society that are becoming a lot more prevalent and accepted that fly in the 
face of the things that Christianity espouses. 
 
                                                 
 27. Specifically, this mother noted the reserved nature of New Englanders, which was evident 
during her own childhood in things like the fear of being naked in front of others or the sense that 
smoking cigarettes was immoral. 
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 One place where that drift from traditional mores was most evident for 
parents was in public schools. In fact, the growing diversity of worldviews in 
those schools also made it uncomfortable to openly express one’s faith, whether 
as a student or as a teacher. One mother expressed how as children she and her 
brother had been picked on for openly identifying as Christians, and she hoped 
that no permanent damage would come to her own children for doing the same 
(if they chose to do so). She wanted them to “go against the grain” in terms of 
lifestyle choices, yet she conceded that she would be okay if they adopted a 
somewhat more privatized version of faith at school—both to avoid ridicule and to 
be less initially offensive to others who might be receptive to hearing about 
Christ. Another mother expressed how she had been forced to explain that 
certain public expressions of faith could make others uncomfortable:  
It concerns me that [my daughter] will come home and say things, like, 
she has this idea that it’s wrong to talk about God at school; but, in a way, 
it’s something that we can sit down and talk about how you don’t want to 
offend people and you don’t want to hurt people. You don’t want to tell 
people that they’re bad if they don’t have your beliefs. That’s not the way 
to make anybody believe in God. 
 
For these mothers, Christianity’s loss of cultural power, growing religious (and 
non-religious) diversity, and the creation of schools as supposedly “neutral” 
secular spaces had forced changes in the way they expressed their identity. 
 This personal privatization of religion is not the only reflection of 
Christians’ loss of cultural power in public schools. As part of the larger debate 
concerning the expression of religion in public life, schools have also become 
sites of contestation in the so-called “Christmas Wars,” with large shifts in 
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symbolism surrounding the celebration of sacred holidays. Although Christmas 
still retained the same dates on most school calendars, the holiday was no longer 
celebrated as part of the Christian story. 
Mother: It’s just the fear of offending somebody so they don’t celebrate 
anything. They call it the “winter celebration,” and we celebrate winter. 
Which, I’m sorry to sound cynical, but there’s nothing really to celebrate 
about winter. I don’t like winter; it’s cold. So, but anyway, that’s what 
they’ve decided, so we go along with it and say, “All right, Lord, we’ll 
celebrate winter, but I’m not ashamed to talk about Jesus.”  
 
Interviewer: In which school is this? 
 
Mother: This is a public school, Remington Public Schools. Samuel’s in 
preschool. We had homework for my son, where we’re supposed to write 
about our traditions. And we’re going to write about our traditions and talk 
about the Christmas story. And we make a cake for Jesus. . . And I feel, 
like here in [New England] there aren’t too many people who have 
conservative Christian views. And to say, “It’s Jesus’ birthday” is so 
offensive here in [New England]. You know, if you are down South, [or] out 
West, it’s, “Hey, Merry Christmas, y’all.” But that doesn’t happen here, and 
so that’s the hardest part about raising them here. 
 
Instead of celebrating Christmas, this boy’s school had made a compromise—not 
to privilege any particular tradition, but to allow students from all religious faiths to 
express them in their class projects. Yet to this mother, this pluralization was 
interpreted as secularization, since no religion received official sanction. Also, 
another mother also weighed in on Christmas Wars, this time in other public 
spaces. 
Mother: I think it is important to have, you know crosses and faith and 
“Jesus is the reason for the season,” and you know when we put up our 
Christmas decorations, it’s lights and a nativity. And my kids want that 
every year; that’s the custom that we have. . . . In Gordontown we still 
have a [public] crèche [display] and . . . every year it has been our tradition 
to take a picture in front of the crèche, because many years ago when this 
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huge uproar happened in [New England], I thought for sure that that was 
going to go away real fast.  
 
Interviewer: [What] was the uproar? 
 
Mother: About six or seven years ago, when my kids were really little, 
[there] was far more concern, you know in Remington and more liberal 
areas, about having nativities in the town square, and that that was wrong 
and then they started adding every other religion. And you have to have a 
Kwanzaa and a Hanukkah thing, . . . but everybody and the sun god . . . 
had their thing at the town hall. Luckily, Gordontown didn’t fall for that, but 
that was six or seven years ago that that happened. And so I said to 
myself, “We have it now. Let’s get our pictures [now] so we can say, ‘Back 
in the day we were allowed to have [nativities].’” But hey, they have 
continued it. So we encourage that. 
 
This mother feared that the decline of cultural power would lead to the 
marginalization of her tradition, and even to a mild form of persecution.  
 As we have seen in earlier chapters, none of the parents in this study 
wanted their children to face major adversity. However, these Evangelicals did 
believe that to follow Christ was to go “against the tide” of the larger culture. 
When I asked one couple if they ever feared that raising their children to be 
Christians would cause them not to fit into society, the mother responded, “But 
that’s part of what [Christianity] is, though. It’s not fitting in. It’s being ‘in the world, 
but not of the world.’ It’s a different value system. That means not fitting in—
necessarily.”  
 For these and other American Evangelicals, embattlement is part of the 
lore of the Church, and members of Evangelical communities often tell personal 
and second-hand stories against the backdrop of martyrs for the faith—including 
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Jesus himself, whose road led to death on a Roman cross.28 Indeed, one father 
told his son in his letter to expect hostility from others because of his lifestyle. He 
wrote, “Sacrifice the passing pleasures of sin for a higher, more noble purpose. 
God’s rewards sometimes take longer and mean you need to endure the ill 
treatment of others; yet in the end it will be far more fulfilling than the temporary 
pleasures of the world.” Although the degree of actual persecution faced by these 
middle-class American believers never approximated that of some people in 
other eras or geographical areas, stories of embattlement seem more authentic 
in a multicultural cultural context akin to the setting in which the books of the New 
Testament were penned than in a setting in which Christians hold unchallenged 
cultural power.29 
 Interestingly, though, two parents saw things a bit differently. Instead of 
multiculturalism signaling the decline in Christian influence, they saw 
multiculturalism opening a space for greater acceptance of Christians. One father 
thought that within the last five to ten years, the terms “conservative” and 
“Christian” had become less of a “neon light” or target than they had been 
previously, while another mother opined, “Something about this society, maybe . 
                                                 
 28. Methodologically, this suggests that we should not expect find perfect correspondence 
between the number of embattlement stories told and the actual amount of embattlement 
experienced, since certain groups are likely more predisposed than others to tell them in the first 
place—since they fit the ideals of their tradition. 
 
 29. In recent years, Christian theologians have spilled lots of ink on the subject of the decline 
of Christendom and the de-establishment of Christianity in America. Most outspoken among them 
is Stanley Hauerwas, who sees this as a welcome development that could force the Christian 
Church to reclaim its rightfully countercultural ways. See Stanley Hauerwas and William H. 
Willimon, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1989). 
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. . because it is so tolerant, they may actually be more tolerant of us.” In this 
formulation, which parallels discussions in higher education in recent years about 
a “post-secular” academy, Christianity had already been deposed, and 
multiculturalism was allowing Christians to regain a seat at the table. Instead of 
multiculturalism making it okay to be something other than a Christian (as the 
non-Christians in the study saw matters), for these Evangelicals, multiculturalism 
made it okay to be something other than secular. 
 Whether secular or multicultural, though, the larger society did not 
promote the Christian story to these parents’ children. Within that society, these 
Evangelical Protestants had no outgroups in particular, but rather expressed a 
general disfavor for any religious or secular tradition that twisted or rejected the 
narrative of “orthodox Christianity.” This could include Christian Science, 
Mormonism, Secularism, or other world religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, 
and Islam. Parents were split on the acceptability of Catholicism, with one father 
disparaging his upbringing as an Italian Catholic because he saw it as formal 
observance that did not foster a relationship with God, while another couple saw 
their move from Catholicism to Evangelical Protestantism as the building of a 
house upon a solid foundation. Overall, most parents who expressed an opinion 
placed Catholicism within the bounds of orthodoxy. 
 Living in a diverse society, these parents knew that it was possible that 
their children could embrace a story different from their own. When I asked them 
what they thought about the argument that parents should not try to raise 
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children in a particular religion, but to leave it open so that they can decide what 
they want out of life, one couple responded: 
Mother: We choose a lot of things for our children. We choose the food 
that they eat; we choose the time that they go to bed, and what time they 
wake up. We do it because it’s healthy for them, and to teach them truth 
and to encourage them to go in a direction that is only going to benefit 
them makes sense.  
 
Father: And I think a lot of the people that have that argument don’t 
believe in God. So to them choosing a religion is just like you would 
choose your clothes or choose your car. And it doesn’t matter if you drive 
a green car or a red car, or a Honda or Toyota, one choice is not better 
than another choice. . . . As Christians this is the truth we believe in. We 
believe that Jesus came and saved us from our sins, and we believe this 
is the way to heaven. How could I not teach that to my child? How could I 
tell my child to [go search]? It would be like saying, . . . “Samuel, go grab 
Evelyn’s hand and go . . . play on the highway” (But they can’t run on the 
highway, we’re nowhere near it). But it would be just as bad, I mean this is 
their salvation were talking about; this is eternity. 
 
 We have already seen how Evangelical Protestant parents saw pluralism 
as a challenge to religious identity, since it led to a more secular or privatized 
society and made it possible for their children to choose something other than 
Christianity. In fact, this development illustrates and confirms Berger’s theory 
about sacred canopies, since the Christian faith could no longer be taken for 
granted in a pluralistic environment in which it was no longer carried uniformly in 
the discourse, cultural products, and symbols of the society at large.30 
 However, when we look at how these Evangelical Protestant parents tried 
to raise their children in the faith, we see that a secular or pluralistic society was 
a boon in other ways. As Christian Smith has argued, in the modern era, 
                                                 
 30. Berger, The Sacred Canopy. 
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achieved identities are actually stronger than ascribed ones. He states, “For 
moderns—perhaps especially modern Americans—the ultimate criteria of identity 
and lifestyle validity is individual choice. It is by choosing a product, a mate, a 
lifestyle, or an identity that one makes it one’s very own, personal, special, and 
meaningful—not ‘merely’ something one inherits or assumes.”31 In a Christian 
tradition whose heritage has long sought to convert others, it was natural for 
these Evangelical parents to stress to their children that faith must be chosen. In 
fact, if they could get their children to “own it” themselves instead of riding on 
their parents’ religious coattails, such a faith was likely to be more robust than 
just an identity label or occasional church attendance. 
 In Smith’s estimation, individuals do not need the sacred canopy of an 
entire society to attain a religious identity or to pass it on to their children. Rather, 
religious communities can serve as “sacred umbrellas” capable of sustaining 
religious commitments and identities.32 For the Evangelical Protestants, this 
umbrella included both church and home. At church, elementary-aged children 
participated in Sunday school classes where teachers used curriculum designed 
to tell the story of God’s interaction with the world and with humanity. And adult 
leaders and mentors helped junior and senior high youth to see the existential 
relevance of that story to their everyday lives. They also encouraged them to own 
their faith by syncing their own personal story with the narrative of the tradition. 
                                                 
 31. Smith, American Evangelicalism, 103. 
 
 32. Ibid., 106–7. 
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At home, these Evangelical Protestant parents prayed, read Scripture, and 
provided religious movies and literature to their children more frequently than did 
their Liberal counterparts, although they celebrated sacred holidays at about the 
same rate. Since they also wanted their children to see that faith made a 
difference in their own lives, they made it a point to be vocal about it. As one 
mother stated, it was important “to raise my kids up being aware of God and 
being aware of my faith. I have to be faithful out loud for them; I can’t have silent 
faith.” These parents could not force the faith upon their children, but they did 
their best to persuade, educate, model, discuss, and make Christianity seem as 
normal and reasonable as possible, in the hopes that their children would choose 
for themselves to follow Jesus. 
 Even as these parents attempted to shelter their children under the sacred 
umbrella, however, they could not completely avoid exposure to people and 
worldviews outside the umbrella. As we have seen, children of these Evangelical 
parents were sometimes friends with schoolmates and neighborhood children 
whose families belonged to other traditions. Most parents seemed unconcerned 
by this, and even thought their children could be a positive influence or share 
their faith with their friends. However, when my discussion with the parents 
shifted to the worldviews these friends may have held, things changed 
dramatically. One father and mother said that they would want to shield their 
young children from knowledge of other worldviews, both because of the falsity of 
the content and because of their children’s limited capacity to understand 
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religious differences. For older children, however, parents said that they did not 
typically go out of their way to expose their children to other worldviews, but did 
discuss them with their children when they encountered them. In fact, parents 
sometimes saw the challenge presented by alternate explanations of the world 
as a way of strengthening their children’s commitment to Christianity. In 
comparing and offering a defense of their own tradition in the face of others, they 
would only increase their certitude in its truthfulness. 
 Unlike the Liberal Protestants, these Evangelicals did not encourage their 
children to see the merits in other religious stories. Neither did they expect or 
encourage their children to go through an adolescent or post-adolescent identity-
hunting period during which they questioned the faith. Rather, if children were 
convinced of the goodness and truthfulness of Christianity as they grew up, they 
could embrace it as their own at any point.  
 Of course, in a religiously diverse society it was possible that they could 
convert to something else, or decide that a religious identity was not worth 
claiming or cultivating. When I asked parents how they would react if their 
children chose not to be Christians as adult, they said they would view it as a 
failure. Yet they also realized the limits of their own abilities to determine their 
children’s future.  
Mother: I would anticipate my feelings would be fear for their salvation. 
Disappointment, and probably wondering what was lacking in my ability to 
raise them. But yet also acknowledging that they have their own choices. 
And it’s no more complicated than that. I’d probably add a lot more 
complicated things, but really it actually comes down to their personal 
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choice. God doesn’t control us; he gave us free will, and they have their 
choice. 
 
Interviewer: And they’re responsible for that? 
 
Mother: They’re responsible. 
 
Interviewer: And not the parent? 
 
Mother: No, no. 
 
Whether children went down the correct path or not, though, parents resolved to 
show their children unconditional acceptance.  
What would I do if my son said, “you know what, I don’t believe that Jesus 
is the Christ.” Would I be hurt? Yeah, but I’m hoping that I would . . . not 
scorn him, or shun him, or make him feel bad. One of the things that I’ve 
told my son from time to time, and he just kind of brushes it off, is that I’ll 
always be his number one fan. And I hope that I can still do that as life 
goes on. 
 
If parents were to follow the example of Jesus, the protagonist of the story upon 
which their identities were founded, it meant loving their children the best they 
could, whether they chose to follow him or not. 
Roman Catholics 
 We find some familiar themes in the Catholics’ understanding of religious 
identity, although not in the same configurations or with the same degree of 
internal uniformity as the two other Christian groups described thus far. While the 
Liberal Protestants may have thought of their parish as a place where people 
expressed a wide range of views and beliefs, when it came to parenting and 
religious identity, the Catholic community displayed a wider range of opinions 
than either of the Protestant groups.  
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 By and large, the Catholics agreed with the Liberal Protestants that 
Christian identity was centered in faith and goodness. This faith entailed belief in 
a personal God, although on occasion they stripped away the personal aspect to 
focus on the function that “something bigger than yourself” could hold in their 
children’s lives. As they saw it, faith in God provided a higher sense of meaning 
and purpose, a moral conscience, and support in times of trouble and sorrow. As 
did many of the Liberal Protestants, some Catholic parents equated being 
Christian with being good, and privileged the ethical dimension of religion above 
traditional identity labels. Likewise, some Catholic parents said they would be 
fine if their children ended up something other than Catholic, as long as they 
were good people and held a belief in God. 
 Interestingly, though, most of these Catholic parents did not draw the 
boundaries of acceptable faith for their children as widely as did the Liberal 
Protestants. Like the Liberal Protestant parents, they did not want their children 
to join personality-dependent “cults” or extremely rigid and exclusive religious 
communities, since they were isolating, weird, and intolerant. Nor did they like 
the idea of them becoming Atheist, Agnostic, or Unitarian, since these groups did 
not believe in or had an ill-defined notion of God. However, most of these 
Catholics diverged from the Liberal Protestants in that they did not think highly of 
other major world religions (except for Judaism), and especially not of Islam, 
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which some equated with terrorism.33 Rather, most hoped that their children 
would remain within the “Christian family,” whether as Catholics or as some form 
of Protestant. 
 Part of the reason that these Catholic parents set the parameters of 
desirable religion for their children in these places was that most held a theology 
of salvation that was more akin to the theology of the Evangelicals than to that of 
the Liberal Protestants. While some Catholic parents scarcely seemed to give the 
afterlife a second thought and found themselves focusing instead on religion’s 
this-worldly benefits, others were much more concerned with the eternal 
ramifications of religious identity. Although much less expressive and articulate 
about a Christian meta-narrative than the Evangelicals, this set of Catholic 
parents nevertheless linked eternal salvation with being Christian. And while 
some parents may have desired their children’s participation in sacraments such 
as Baptism, First Reconciliation, and First Communion just because they were 
part of a Catholic identity, some parents also placed them in a wider framework. 
Interviewer: Would you want to ensure that [your children] were Christians 
because of an eternal perspective of salvation? 
 
Father: Yeah, sure. 
 
Mother: Well, yeah. That’s why we’re doing the whole sacraments with 
[our daughter]. (laughter) 
 
Father: That’s what we believe, so we hope they will continue to remain in 
line with that. 
                                                 
 33. As one mother illustrated, positive feelings towards other religions and the acceptability of 
offspring converting to them were two different things. She said that she had personally benefited 
from reading works on Buddhist spirituality, yet would not want her son to become Buddhist 
because adherents of the tradition did not believe in God. 
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 In terms of their children’s future religious identity, multiple Catholic 
parents told me that they had never really considered the possibility that their 
children could convert to another major world religion. One of these mothers 
stated: 
[My children] were baptized in the religion so that they accept [Jesus] and 
they don’t deny him and they get to go to heaven. But, you know, 
[conversion is] probably not something that I [have] thought about 
because I don’t think they’re going to run out and switch to Judaism or 
something, or become a Hindu. . . . They are being raised by two Catholic 
parents in a Catholic religion in America. . . . I just don’t foresee them 
going out and changing their religion. 
 
Other parents did think that conversion to another branch of Christianity was a 
possibility, since many had personal experience of friends and family members 
converting to and from Protestantism to align with a marriage partner. Some also 
thought it was possible their children could drop religion by becoming Agnostic or 
Atheist. More likely, however, their children might fade away through indifference. 
Nowadays, some parents said, many Catholics show up at the parish (or drop 
their children off) when it comes time for their children to receive childhood 
sacraments, only to disappear with their children immediately after that, never to 
be seen again. In this case, these parents may be giving their children a Catholic 
identity (in order to keep the children’s grandparents happy or for some other 
reason), but it is a very shallow one that may be unlikely to pass on to successive 
generations. 
 When Catholic parents thought about identity formation, it was interesting 
to note the balance of activities between home and parish. At home, many 
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parents engaged in the practice of regular (and sometimes formulaic) prayer at 
meals and bedtime. They also discussed matters of faith when the occasion 
arose. However, most parents saw the parish as the primary place of identity 
formation, and some said that their sole contribution to their children’s religious 
socialization was to set aside the time to take their children to church. 
 When it came time at my participants’ parish for children’s sacramental 
preparation, though, some parents found much more than they had bargained 
for. Desiring to engage both children and their parents more fully, the parish had 
recently adopted a new educational paradigm titled Generations of Faith. This 
program differed from the traditional Confraternity of Christian Doctrine (CCD) 
catechism classes in which children slated to receive church sacraments learned 
the basic components of the tradition by attending weekly sessions taught by 
volunteer lay leaders. Instead, the parish sought to resource parents to instruct 
their own children by providing a curriculum to work through at home during the 
months prior to the administration of the sacraments. The parish also held 
monthly events called “faith festivals” in which families gathered together for a 
meal around tables with other families, broke out into different education and 
discussion sessions for various ages of children and adults, and then reconvened 
to wrap up the event. The hope was that families would prepare for these 
evenings beforehand by going over a few discussion prompts on the evening’s 
topic, that adults as well as children would receive some religious education 
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during the event, and that the whole family would carry the discussion home with 
them after the evening had ended.34  
Such a religious education model required a great deal more involvement 
from parents than they were accustomed to giving. As some parents told me, 
adult religious education had been minimal for today’s generation of Catholic 
parents, and many were currently drawing upon only the CCD classes of their 
own youth. In fact, when the Generations of Faith program was introduced, there 
was a good deal of pushback from parishioners, with the parish religious 
education director estimating that about twenty-five percent of families either had 
left for parishes with more traditional CCD programs or had stopped attending 
church altogether.35 
For those who remained, reaction to the new program was mixed. Some 
parents were unclear during our interviews exactly what the different components 
of the new program were or what they were called. Some were concerned that 
overly busy parents would let their children’s sacramental preparation slide and 
they would thus “fall through the cracks.” Others thought that parents might give 
                                                 
 34. According to interviewees, recent festivals had included topics such as saints, 
sacraments, and social justice. For more on the “whole community catechesis” approach upon 
which these community events were based, see Bill Huebsch, Whole Community Catechesis in 
Plain English (Mystic, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, 2002). 
 
 35. As the religious education director told me, the majority of those who left were not the 
most committed of adults. “A large percentage of those people were the ones that, they might 
have signed their kid up for class and never come to church. And their consistency of attendance 
for class was questionable, too. . . . If there were fifteen classes, they might have made eight of 
them. . . . But the ones who were coming are [now] participating more. And so that has been a 
criticism: ‘Oh, now we are not reaching everybody.’ . . . We weren’t really reaching them before. 
(Laughter) We were just pretending we were reaching them.” 
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up if they experienced resistance from their children; they already had enough 
difficulty getting their children to do their school homework, and would not do the 
religious instruction if it meant having to listen to them “bitch and complain the 
whole time.” In these cases, they thought that resistant children might be more 
receptive to religious instruction from non-parental adults, as had traditionally 
occurred in CCD programs. But other parents admitted that the difficulty of the 
new system lay in the amount of personal “re-learning” they needed to do before 
teaching the meaning of the sacraments to their children. With a less-than-ringing 
endorsement, one mother noted, “It’s a lot, but not overwhelming, I think. I think 
it’s expected, (pause) I don’t know, (chuckle) I think it’s worth it. I guess.” 
A smaller set of parents supported the new program wholeheartedly 
because they affirmed the potential family bonding that it could bring and felt 
themselves equipped enough to tackle the task of educating their children.36 
Moreover, some understood that this revision of catechetical instruction 
comprised an episode in the larger evolution of American Catholics, beginning 
with the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) decision to emphasize the 
communal nature of the church and the expertise of the laity.37 This aligned with 
the curricula used in Generations of Faith, which asked parishioners to begin with 
their own subjective life experiences, to bring those experiences to the contents 
                                                 
 36. A few of these parents felt prepared because they had taught CCD classes themselves in 
the past. 
 
 37. For a brief depiction of the intra-Catholic struggle between advocates of hierarchical 
authority and advocates of individual conscience in America since Vatican II, see D’Antonio, 
Dillon, and Gautier, American Catholics in Transition, 69–87. 
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of a religious text or message, and to discern life applications that emerged from 
that interaction.38 According to one mother, this marked a significant variation 
from her own upbringing. 
When we grew up, [it was] “This is what you are supposed to believe and 
that is the end of it. No questions” . . . [You] just do things and that makes 
you a Catholic. But I think that now there is much more emphasis on 
understanding the meaning behind it, and hopefully coming to your own 
personal relationship [with God and the Catholic faith], and trying to be a 
part of it. 
 
 Within Catholic circles, the curricula used in Generations of Faith have 
drawn criticism from those who say that the robust doctrinal content found in 
previous catechetical programs has been sacrificed on the altar of personal 
relevance (an assessment with which one set of parents agreed, calling the 
curricula “fluffy”).39 Others have argued that starting with the experiences of 
parishioners diverts attention from and lessens the authority of the religious 
message.40 Some parents in my study, however, appreciated that the open-
                                                 
 38. For a more in-depth explanation of the pedagogical steps of this “shared Christian praxis” 
or “life to faith to life” paradigm that has been prominent in Catholic education for the last three 
decades, see Thomas H. Groome, Christian Religious Education: Sharing Our Story and Vision 
(San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row, 1980); Thomas H. Groome, Sharing Faith: A 
Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education and Pastoral Ministry (San Francisco, CA: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1991). 
 
 39. Donna Steichen, “Coming Soon to Your Parish,” Catholic World News, July 2004, 
http://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?id=6470&repos=1&subrepos=0&searchid=
1361098. The parish religious education director disagreed with this assessment, saying that the 
current program captured the strengths of religious education both prior to and after the Vatican II 
council of the 1960s. As she explained it, Vatican II set in motion a pendulum swing that went 
from “Just memorize the facts and do what you are told and don’t think about it” to “We [only] 
need to develop a relationship with God.” She joked that in the 1970s, religious education was “all 
collages and songs and ‘God is love” and “We don’t need to worry about memorizing prayers or 
anything as long as we have a relationship with God.” In her eyes, the new paradigm was 
superior because it emphasized both content and a relationship with God. 
 
 40. Caroline Farey, “The Truth Will Set You Free,” Faith, October 2009. 
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endedness of the curricula allowed them to tailor the lessons (to a certain extent) 
to fit their own preferences or the unique personalities and needs of their 
children. Instead of testing children over a large quantity of “fill-in the blank stuff,” 
Generations of Faith encouraged them to see religious education as a “two-way 
conversation.” 
 This post-Vatican II shift in pedagogical approach attempts to adapt to 
social realities of the twentieth-century geographical shift of Catholics from ethnic 
enclaves into more religiously diverse neighborhoods. A certain degree of 
ascribed identity remains, as parents during the interviews still recalled the ethnic 
Catholicism of prior generations that had determined their own religious default 
setting.41 However, within this study’s sample of parents we also find a number 
of people who had changed that default setting and converted to something els
(usually another branch of Christianity). And within the Northeast as a whole, 
statistics have shown a sharp decline in the numbers of people over the last two 
and a half decades who self-identify as Catholic.
e 
                                                
42  
 If Catholic children were to maintain the religious identity of their families 
in these new conditions, church leaders and parents needed to realize that it was 
no longer merely an ascribed status, but largely an achieved one instead. By 
encouraging children (and their parents) to connect the details of their lives with 
 
 41. To see how geography still evidences a strong linkage between religion and ethnicity, see 
Putnam and Campbell, American Grace, 265–74. 
 
 42. Mark Silk, “Explaining Religious Decline in the Northeast,” Spiritual Politics, accessed 
January 20, 2015, http://marksilk.religionnews.com/2015/01/05/explaining-religious-decline-
northeast/. 
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the content of the tradition, exponents of Generations of Faith hoped that these 
children would develop a greater personal investment in the faith and in the 
Church that would carry them beyond the childhood sacramental phases into the 
future as “lifetime learners.” As one Catholic father put it, “You are always 
learning. It’s not something that you just learn once and that’s it.” If children 
became adults with a thriving personal faith, they would in turn make efforts to 
teach their own children, which raised the chances that their extended families 
would truly become “generations of faith.” 
Hindus 
 The greatest identity concern expressed by Hindu parents was that their 
children maintain a measure of Indian-ness in a mostly non-Indian, ethnically 
multicultural America. These (mostly) first-generation immigrant parents were not 
so naive to think that their children would maintain all the practices and values of 
the parents’ homeland, but they did want them to retain the most important parts 
of that heritage. So was Hinduism one of the most important components of an 
Indian identity? 
 For many parents, religion was an important part of the enthno-cultural 
portfolio. In addition to other activities such as Indian dance and music, these 
parents spent their time and money to allow their children to participate in the Bal 
Vihar program, although one parent told me he saw such activities as cultural 
instead of religious. Moreover, some (but not all) parents performed devotional 
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practices at home and allowed their children to join in or to observe them.43 And 
they sometimes took their children to the temple, although they did not always 
require or encourage them to participate in worship rituals while they were there. 
During our discussion of these identity matters in the interviews, it was 
sometimes difficult for parents (and for me) to distinguish what was “Hindu” from 
what was “Indian.” In large part, this was because some parents resisted the 
category of “religion,” preferring instead to claim Hinduism as a “way of life” that 
had been in place in India for centuries. In fact, these parents would have found 
resonance with the arguments of certain scholars of religion that the category of 
“religion” itself is largely a modern and Western cultural construction. During 
colonization, Westerners imposed upon non-Western societies a non-indigenous 
separation between a “sacred” social domain of religion and other “secular” areas 
of life such as culture, economics, and politics.44 
The interesting thing that we see in the context of child-raising, though, is 
that this creation of “Hinduism” also continues today in the United States (and 
other places in the Indian diaspora) through the questions that Hindu children ask 
their parents. Instead of a way of life comprised of a range of taken-for granted 
values and practices, the discomfort that Hindu children feel in America and the 
                                                 
 43. In Hindu practice, the home rather than the temple stands as the primary site of religious 
socialization and, thus, identity transmission. Williams, “Hindu Family in America,” 201–02. 
 
 44. Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and 
Islam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); William T. Cavanaugh, The Myth of 
Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009); Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion; a New 
Approach to the Religious Traditions of Mankind (New York: Macmillan, 1963). 
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subsequent explanations they request are forcing their communities to make 
doctrine more central to Hinduism than it historically has been. While various 
social practices may have been derived from or justified by superempirical 
narratives years ago, many everyday practitioners have long since forgotten 
some of those linkages. Faced with the need to explain those practices, however, 
the task falls to parents and community leaders to go back and rediscover those 
links or to creatively forge new ones, thus foregrounding the dimensions of belief 
and doctrine. Because there is no guarantee in a pluralistic culture that their 
children will maintain the practices (or identity) of their parents and grandparents, 
the Hindu community needs to explain those countercultural practices not only to 
outsiders, but also to members of their own families. 
 Various parents described to me elements of Hindu philosophy upon 
which various practices and customs were based. There also came to the fore a 
long-running intra-communal disagreement over the nature of Hindu identity. Is 
Hinduism something amorphous and non-coercive, or is it well-defined and 
proselytizing? When the British brought their missionaries and sense of “religion” 
with them during their colonization of India, reformers such as Ram Mohan Roy 
began to define and defend the legitimacy of Hinduism by making it palatable to 
a Protestant Christian audience. Today, this attempt at definition continues in 
India with organizations such as the Vishwa Hindu Parishad, whose American 
branch runs a series of summer camps and Bal Vihars such as those attended 
by the children of parents in my sample. Since a primary focus of the 
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organization is to promote a strong Hindu identity, it is prescriptive about 
vegetarianism at its various events. Moreover, the organization is intent upon 
standardizing Hindu doctrine, both in India and in the United States. Instead of a 
welter of Indian deities, it proclaims a monotheistic faith (of which the many gods 
are merely manifestations). Instead of focusing on the earliest Hindu sacred 
texts, with their emphasis on ritual, it focuses on the more philosophical 
Upanishads, which provide much of the theological undergirding for monotheism 
and the conception that all is one. Indeed, one father told me that a typical 
understanding of Hindu philosophy proceeded in three stages: from worship of 
multiple gods, to the realization that there is but one god, and finally to realization 
that there is nothing but God. He hoped his twelve-year-old son would someday 
reach that final level of understanding. 
 On the question of how much Hindus were compelled by their religion to 
believe or practice particular things, the parents in my study were divided. Most, 
however, argued that Hinduism was highly non-coercive. One father was quite 
adamant that very little in Hinduism was mandatory, saying “You will never find 
people, you’ll never find any mention anywhere on Hinduism preaching [or] 
proselytizing, . . . because, again, Hinduism is a way of life. So Hinduism never 
told me, “Don’t eat meat.” Another mother argued that those who strongly 
insisted that all Hindus be vegetarian were “fanatic Hindus.” Although she herself 
ate “Indian-style,” she made it quite clear that doing so was not a religious 
requirement. 
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 In fact, when these Hindu parents defined their identity, they did so more 
in contrast to the “fanatics” in their own tradition than to adherents of other 
religious traditions. As we noted in the last chapter, several of the parents in my 
sample were uncomfortable with they saw as the VHP’s grandstanding for 
Hinduism, since it smacked of intolerance and superiority. One mother said, “We 
just want our children to respect other cultures and other religions. . . . We don’t 
want them to be arrogant [and to think] “Hinduism is the best religion.” These 
parents, then, did not want their children to be “too religious,” although one father 
drew a distinction between being a “fundamentalist” and a “fanatic.” He said, 
“You can be a fundamentalist but not a fanatic. . . . Fundamentalism is ‘I 
understand my reason. . . . I am orthodox. I am more than an orthodox. I follow 
everything very strictly.’ . . . And a fanatic is that everyone has to be like you. . . . 
‘What I believe in [or preach] you also have to believe in.’”  
 This debate on American soil over the coercive or non-coercive nature of 
Hinduism has transnational ties to battles over conversion taking place in India 
between Hindus, Muslims, and Christians. Yet if proponents of Islam and 
Christianity sometimes draw the wrath of Hindutva-promoting Hindus on the 
Indian subcontinent, these New England Hindus expressed very different 
sentiments towards other world religions. Occasionally a parent did quibble with 
various non-Hindu practices and beliefs—such as the behavioral strictness and 
polygamy of some Muslim families or the Christian doctrine of grace, which one 
father saw as less capable than the Hindu doctrine of karma of promoting socially 
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responsible behavior, since it held fewer consequences for wrongdoing. Overall, 
however, these parents were full of praise for the goodness found in other world 
religious traditions. “At the end of the day, if you think about it, all religions have 
the same moral things that they teach,” one mother stated. And a father said, 
Respecting elders, and . . . your duty for your wife. These are values, 
these are all that the Hindu religion is. And there are different versions of 
it. Every guy who started his own . . . culture, he started saying “Okay, 
only think about God, live in God.” . . . Like Jesus [said], “If you trust in me, 
you attain your salvation.” . . . [The] Gita tells the same thing, right? . . . 
“Trust in me and do your duties properly.” 
 
 These parents claimed not only that other religions were good, but that 
this goodness made them valid paths to humanity’s ultimate end, which was 
moksha. Or, as one father put it, “There are three or four different . . . routes you 
can reach [the airport], right? Same thing is religion. God is one. We have four 
different routes. You take whichever you want. Some routes are easy, some 
routes are hard.” Another father stated, “Even you say Jesus Christ is a God, yes 
he’s a God. I don’t mind. If Allah is a God, God is in everyone, even God is in 
you, me. It’s a faith, that’s all for us, so we teach that.” 
 If the world’s great religions were different cultural expressions of an 
underlying, ultimate reality that all is One, then what would parents think if their 
children were to choose one of those other paths up the mountain? When I put 
this question to parents, some responded that they had no problem whatsoever 
with that prospect. However, most said that they would be disappointed because 
their children would be giving up the Hindu way of life, which they had 
experienced as a positive thing in their own lives. Along with its ethical 
 
 367
imperatives, a relationship with the divine (sometimes conceived of as a positive 
power or energy behind the personal manifestations of deities) brought strength 
and comfort (a “security blanket,” one mother called it) in difficult times. And 
specific holiday celebrations, dietary practices, relational duties, and worship 
rituals brought peace and an ordered, meaningful rhythm to life—two things 
parents were unsure existed as fully in other religions. In fact, a “fear of the 
unknown” was one of the main reasons Hindu parents were reluctant to see their 
children part with Hinduism. According to one father,  
If there is a God, and there is religion, then one religion can’t be right and 
the other wrong. (chuckle) Because it would seem illogical that that would 
be the case. . . There are probably different religions because people were 
different, and they interpreted things a little bit differently. I don’t think it is 
something that can be right and wrong. I think the reason I like Hinduism, 
and would like my kids to do it, is not so much, (pause) I don’t really know 
enough about the other religions to comment upon [them], but I think 
Hinduism teaches you a way to live your daily life in a way that will make 
you happy. I don’t know, that might be the case in other religions, I don’t 
know. 
 
 While these Hindu parents may have been unsure about the specific 
practices of other religions, they were sure that none of them were as closely 
linked as was Hinduism to their homeland of India. This linkage factored 
prominently into one’s mother’s stated desire that her children continue to identify 
as Hindu, because “if you lose your religion, you lose a part of being Indian. . . . 
Because that is something very strongly associated with having your forefathers 
from India.”45  
                                                 
 45. As an aside, we can see here how these two conceptions—the inseparability of religion 
and ethnicity and Hinduism as a “way of life”— can serve as tools that Hindutva advocates utilize 
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 At various points in previous chapters, we have examined some of the 
components of the Hindu-Indian “way of life” (e.g. vegetarianism, respect for 
elders, etc.). As a minority population, these practices were made difficult by the 
fact that they were not widely shared by the mainstream culture. And the 
absence of a sacred canopy (as might have existed to a greater degree in India) 
meant that parents needed to come up with good explanations for their children 
as to why they should be willing to stand out from their peers. While they did not 
particularly want to stand out, it should also be noted that the existence of a 
multicultural ethos in public institutions of work and school ensured that parents 
and children were not perpetual objects of ridicule either, as long as they were 
reasonably discreet about their practices. Specifically, one father spoke in 
glowing terms of the United States as  
the only country in the world if you want to follow your religion, that you 
are allowed to, you can practice it. . . . Maybe in the sense that I may not 
go out in the street and say that “I’m a Hindu!” but the thing is [that] no 
one’s stopping me from practicing it within my home. I don’t have any 
restriction. I can follow small pieces of things [that] I want to follow. In that 
sense, I’m very comfortable being in this country. I have been working in 
the same place for twelve years, and I have had no problem. . . . No one 
has openly criticized me for what I am, for what faith I am following. If you 
are talking behind [my back], I cannot worry about it. I have religious 
holidays I want to take, and no one has stopped me from taking a vacation 
day. So on two or three occasions when I tell them, “Tomorrow is my 
religious holiday. Can I take it off?” they allowed me to do that. 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
to advance their claim that “to be Indian is to be Hindu.” See Julie McCarthy, “In India, Hindu 
Nationalists Feel Their Moment Has Arrived,” NPR.org, accessed November 22, 2014, 
http://www.npr.org/blogs/parallels/2014/08/26/343177139/in-india-hindu-nationalists-feel-their-
moment-has-arrived. 
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 This father may have been able to use his personal vacation days to take 
off work, yet several other parents noted that the celebration of sacred holidays 
in America made them acutely aware that they were still a religious minority. In a 
mostly Christian country, Christmas is a national holiday, and is often 
accompanied by extended stretches of vacation. In contrast, on Hindu holidays 
children attend school as if they are any other day, and parents in this study had 
to resort to things such as special after-school snacks to denote the day’s 
importance. Above all, this is evident during Diwali, the Hindu Festival of Lights. 
One mother described how, in India, families would receive a full month off of 
work to prepare for these festivities that communicate to children the joy of being 
Hindu. She understood that a month off was probably unrealistic in America, but 
she did wish that in this regard the nation were more like India, where the entire 
country is given vacation during the holidays of two religious minority groups—
the Muslims and Parsis. If the United States did the same for its religious 
minorities, she said, it would go a long ways towards letting them know that 
people of their religious identity were welcome. 
Muslims 
 Muslim parents did not understand religious identity to be as tightly linked 
with ethnicity or nationality as did the Hindus. As first-generation immigrants to 
the United states, some Muslim parents did want their children to maintain values 
and traditions of their ethnic or national heritage, such as one mother who openly 
stated that “it’s not just being a Muslim [that’s important]; it’s being a Pakistani 
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Muslim.” However, as members of a multi-ethnic mosque, and with a history in 
which Islam’s presence has transcended the boundaries of a single nation-state, 
any identification of Islam with a single nation or ethnic group was untenable. 
One reason parents took their children to the mosque Sunday school was to 
learn or to be exposed to a single language—Arabic—since it allowed them to 
read and understand the Qur’an in its revealed form. However, once these 
parents gathered they realized that certain practices, stories, or other cultural 
accoutrements that they had associated with Islam during their own early years 
in various Muslim-majority contexts were not shared by those who had spent 
their years in other contexts. Unlike the Hindus’ understanding, Muslim parents 
see religion as something universal and apart from or above culture. They 
wanted their children to be Muslim first, and Lebanese, Egyptian, or Pakistani 
second. 
 At its most basic level, these parents said, a Muslim was one who was 
“rightly guided by Allah.” If one were rightly guided, one would perform five 
mandatory practices known as the Five Pillars of Islam: professing that Allah, the 
one and only God, is worthy of worship and that Muhammad is his Messenger; 
praying at five specific intervals during each day; giving a portion of one’s 
possessions to the poor; fasting during the month of Ramadan; and taking a 
pilgrimage to Makkah at least once during one’s life. Parents talked to their 
children about the value of doing these things, but it was also important that their 
parents model the behaviors for them. 
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Mother: I guess the kids assumed that there was a God, and so we never 
even had that conversation. . . . [As for] prayer, . . . if they see you 
praying, they’ll end up praying on their own. You don’t even have to tell 
them to pray, they’ll learn how to pray. . . . Fasting, we spend the whole 
month of Ramadan fasting. If they see you fasting, they’re going to fast, or 
they’re going to want to fast because it’s cool to be like adults. So they 
end up fasting. And charity, . . . your family talks a lot about doing this for 
that organization, and helping these people out, or that sort of thing. And 
then they learn about it at school. And then pilgrimage, we talk about the 
trip that we made, and the pilgrimage season just ended so several people 
here [at the center] had gone, so that’s how the idea of pilgrimage gets 
reinforced. And then we have family stories of people who went on 
pilgrimage, and many who didn’t make it back because they died on the 
trip. Because this was way before cars and roads and that was back when 
they used horses and caravans to get from one place to another. So there 
are all these family stories, too. 
 
 Most parents saw the enactment of these practices, and the inculcation of 
Muslim identity, as matters of eternal consequence. Although not every Muslim 
parent I interviewed believed in a literal Day of Judgment, most did. And if they 
wanted their children to experience divine favor on that day, it was imperative 
that they give their children ample opportunity to claim such an identity through 
living according to the precepts of Islam. In fact, one father described how his 
own provision of such an identity for his daughter would be considered on the 
Day of Judgment. He said, “According to the Qur’an, I am responsible for her to 
be a Muslim. . . . . If that weren’t in there, to be honest, I wouldn’t care. But God 
will be mad at you. There is a balance sheet at the end, and that’s a two hundred 
point minus.” 
 Being Muslim mattered in this world, too. As in most of the other 
communities, knowledge that there was a God provided children comfort that the 
end of this life was not the ultimate end, and that there was a superior being that 
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they could turn to in turbulent times. However, the most frequently cited this-
worldly benefit provided by Islam was a moral code that helped people to be 
good to one another. As we will see, if children were to embrace a Muslim 
identity, it was imperative that they see it as good. 
 When parents spoke of religion, though, they did not hold Islam up as the 
only religion with high moral standards. Although some expressed disagreement 
with Christians’ view of Jesus as the divine savior of the world and their refusal to 
acknowledge Muhammad as God’s messenger, they nevertheless saw 
Christianity as a force for good in the world through the moral values the tradition 
promotes to its adherents. And to other world religions these parents gave similar 
praise as well, in part because they saw each as founded on the messages of 
one of God’s prophets.46 
 Parents understood that they no longer lived in a Muslim-majority country 
where they could take their children’s religious identity for granted. It was very 
possible that their children could convert to one of these other religions, or 
become non-religious altogether. Given that being good was important to these 
parents, then, the question arose: If their children were to end up becoming 
wonderful human beings, but not Muslims, would they be extremely 
disappointed? During my fieldwork at the mosque, I observed a forum on the 
parenting of Muslim children and youth, and a guest speaker asked parents 
                                                 
 46. This did not mean that these parents saw the other religions as equivalent to Islam. Islam 
was superior because Muhammad had provided God’s final and most authoritative revelation. As 
one mother put it “Windows 7 is out, right? Why would you want to use Windows 5 or Windows 
6? [Or] Windows XP?” 
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precisely this question. Of the one hundred or so people gathered in the room, at 
least half nodded their heads affirmatively, and some vehemently so. I saw no 
parents shaking their heads to say they would not be disappointed. For the 
parents at this mosque, goodness was important, but so was a Muslim identity. In 
fact, as we discussed in Chapter Five, it was the pairing of goodness and identity 
that these Muslims held to be so important. 
 We also saw in that chapter that the emphasis placed on goodness was 
amplified because of the battle over Muslim identity being played out in the wider 
public. The most salient negative social reference group for these parents were 
the “radicals” whose violent acts provided sensational stories for news media 
outlets who had discovered that they could increase profits by stoking people’s 
fear. While some of the Hindu parents may also have defined themselves against 
their own so-called “fanatics,” the Muslims experienced this intra-religious identity 
struggle on a much grander scale. Many in the American public may never have 
heard of Hindutva or the battle over religious and national identity taking place in 
India, but American media depictions of violent Islam were inescapable.47 
 Muslim parents tried their best to shield their children from these violent 
stories while they were young, but eventually they had to discuss them with their 
children. And when they did, they did their best to dissociate the actions from the 
                                                 
 47. Empirical measurement finds a difference of over twenty percent in the number of 
Americans who see Muslims as “fanatical” or “violent” when compared to Hindus. Wuthnow, 
America and the Challenges of Religious Diversity, 216. 
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religion. One father explained the approach he took with his children in the 
following way: 
The fact that [the perpetrator of a violent act] called himself Muslim doesn’t 
mean he is Muslim, because all my kids know the word Islam means 
“peace.” Islam, the actual word “Islam” implies peace. . . . And Islam 
clearly states that . . . to save a life is as if you have saved humanity. To 
take a life is as if you have destroyed all of humanity. It can’t be clearer 
than that. So I think if parents . . . , especially Muslim parents who have 
children, . . . see something wrong that is happening, don’t try and explain 
it or soften the blow. [Instead, say,] “Look, what this person is doing is 
absolutely, completely, no question, bad, bad, bad. And they can call 
themselves whatever they want, but that is not the Islam that we practice. 
And in my opinion this guy should be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the 
law. 
 
 Some parents told me that they wanted their children to develop critical 
thinking skills so they would not be hoodwinked by the presentations they saw or 
heard on the news. In addition, they wanted them to question the theological 
formulations coming out of certain conservative sectors of Islam, especially those 
that focused more on divine judgment than divine benevolence. For example, 
one mother told me that she was under the impression that the Islamic center 
had decided not to accept any educational materials from Saudi Arabia because 
of an expectation that a certain brand of Islam would be promoted in return. 
However, another mother reported that the Sunday school did still use a set of 
textbooks that were “the Muslim version of the Bible-belt Christianity.” These 
textbooks were rife with fear-laden language about “burning in hellfire” (as well as 
typographical errors). Although it is true that many of the parents did believe in a 
divine judgment, many also wanted to counter this one-sided version of God. So 
this mother told me, 
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I can tell the kids, “Listen, if somebody tells you something about religion, 
and it doesn’t make sense, you don’t necessarily have to believe it. You 
can always, always, always question. Look at this [text]book; it’s full of 
typos. These guys thought they knew everything, and they even wrote a 
book about it. So, you know, it’s got typos and mistakes in here, so any 
time you hear anything about religion that doesn’t make sense, you need 
to question it, and you don’t necessarily need to believe it.” . . . Even these 
terrible books that we ended up using are actually helping us out, I think. 
 
If parents could help their children to develop a critical perspective, they thought 
they would have a better chance of ending up with the correct view of Islam—
which one mother called “neither Islamophobia nor Bin Laden.” 
 Of course, if children developed critical thinking skills, they could turn them 
on the faith of their parents as well. Thus, parents had to provide explanations of 
the religion that made sense to their children, something they would not have had 
to do to nearly the same extent in a Muslim-majority context.  
Father: They are challenged at a very early age. And that’s the difference 
between back home; nobody challenges you on religion most of the time. 
It is what it is. . . . Once you come here you can either follow the religion or 
not follow the religion. If you’re going to follow it, then you better know all 
the answers to why you’re doing what you’re doing. . . . The ones who 
come here get challenged and either fall in one bin or the other [either stay 
Muslims or abandon their identity]. . . . It’s not about just following, but the 
best ones are the ones that figure it out the logic . . . behind it. 
 
In order to provide the answers their children would need, these parents had 
discussions at home to the extent they were able, and they also made use of the 
Sunday school at the mosque, which offered a “religion” class at each grade level 
designed to explain the religion’s history and tenets. With a proper understanding 
of these things, and a sense of the goodness of “true Islam,” the children might 
be willing to embrace it as their own. 
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 These Muslim parents were aware that, in asking their children to adopt a 
Muslim identity, they were asking them to do something difficult. Although they 
affirmed and appreciated the multicultural nature of American society, they knew 
that an ethos of multiculturalism did not extend its reach everywhere—and that 
cruelty could be present at a popular level. While harassment was not typically 
physical, several children at the mosque had received verbal taunts from 
classmates, and one mother told me that her son had even experienced it in a 
space that was designed to maximize understanding (and possibly even 
appreciation) of the diversity of human cultures. She said, “In social studies 
[class], [my son] gave a presentation about what he knew about Islam. He 
immediately got labeled, and I think that was a part of the reason he experienced 
bullying so much in the eighth grade. Because they all said, ‘Oh, you’re Muslim. 
You even smell like explosives.’ . . . ‘Your dad caused 9/11.’ They were just very 
mean to him.”  
 Some parents understood that societies have always included certain 
“targeted” groups, and that at this particular juncture in history, it happened to be 
Muslims. One father downplayed the uniqueness of the harassment Muslim 
children received, saying that all kids, regardless of religion, get picked on 
sometimes—and that it could actually be helpful if it made them more resilient. 
Yet most of the parents I interviewed were much more concerned than this father 
with the future psychological effects of being stigmatized. One mother expressed 
discomfort with ethno-religious profiling taking place in America; she hoped her 
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children would be secure in the future, adding “I think there are enough checks 
and balances that it’s not going to go above a level, like what happened to the 
Jews in Germany.” Three other parents, however, told me that if the harassment 
were to worsen and their children were made to feel even more unwelcome, they 
hoped that they would emigrate to a Muslim-majority country. When one mother 
had this conversation with her eldest son, however, it illustrated her lack of 
understanding of how he saw his identity. She said, “I got very emotional and I 
said, ‘One day, . . . if you have kids and I’m not here and things are difficult, you 
should think of moving out from here, from America, and go and live somewhere 
else.’ And he said ‘Mom, where can I go? I’m an American.’”  
 It is clear from this young man’s comments, as well as from the socio-
economic achievements of the parents at the mosque, that most Muslim families 
in my study had assimilated to their new society quite well. The majority of my 
interviewees were professionals of various sorts, and one father said that a main 
reason he brought his children to the mosque was to see some of the 
achievements that Muslims had made in America. It was possible, these parents 
hoped, for their children to be “American Muslims.” On the other hand, because 
of the larger political and media-driven developments, their identity made them 
countercultural—and not by choice. Unlike the Evangelical Protestants, many of 
whom liked the idea of going “against the flow,” these Muslim parents talked 
more about wanting their children to fit in (even as they agreed with the 
Evangelicals on many of the moral issues that also set them apart from the 
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American mainstream). In fact, if their children wanted to conceal their Muslim 
identity in public on occasion to avoid harassment,48 such as some children who 
wanted to wait until they returned home after school to say their prayers, some 
parents allowed it, as long as they remained safe and committed to their religion. 
 In America, however, it is not so clear what it means for a Muslim identity 
to be authentic. We have already noted in this chapter (and the last) that one of 
these parents’ chief concerns was defining the Muslim identity for their children, 
and that they needed to do so largely because it was contested. However, if the 
Islam represented by the radicals was not true Islam, then what was the religion 
to look like? Among these parents, belief in God (and in Muhammad as his 
messenger) was part of it. And, like the Liberal Protestants, these Muslims paired 
that faith with goodness. Many parents also included other social practices and 
rituals—although, as we saw in the previous chapter, a subset of parents 
prioritized goodness above these things, with a couple even going so far as to 
admit to me that they did not pray five times a day. This, though, raises a critical 
question. If one neglects one (or more) of the Five Pillars, does that disqualify 
one from being able to claim a Muslim identity? Or, to put it another way, were 
the words “non-practicing Muslim” an oxymoron? One mother claimed that they 
were not, as many of her friends were “observant in their own way.” Another 
                                                 
 48. This is similar to the Evangelical mother mentioned earlier in this chapter who had 
encountered harassment at school as a child and thus accepted that her own children might want 
to be less overt than she about expressing their faith. However, these parents are not alone in 
this, as almost all parents in this study struggled with the social pressure to privatize their 
religious or secularist commitments. 
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stated, “I still view myself as Muslim, but I am just not practicing the way that the 
masses practice.” In fact, as we saw in Chapter Five, a subset of parents 
contended that God is more interested in practices of goodness to others than in 
ritual practices, and that these priorities will become evident on the Day of 
Judgment. While all parents would agree that being good was part of a true 
Muslim identity, three variations on the theme were possible: “being good is an 
important thing,” “being good is the most important thing,” and “being good is the 
only important thing.” We have seen already how most of the Liberal Protestants 
had arrived at the second option, with their belief in transcendence the only thing 
keeping them from the third. A similar position seemed to be taken by this subset 
of Muslim parents.  
 So why had ritual or other social practices become less of an identity 
marker for these parents? To some extent, it would be easy to attribute all of it to 
the individualism of the modern Western world. Absent an environment of tight 
social bonds in which strong sanctions keep people in line with the majority, it 
was now more possible to create one’s own form of religious belief and 
practice.49 As true as this may be, however, we still need to address the specific 
reasons why these particular Muslim parents would choose to practice “in their 
                                                 
 49. On this shift from communal obligation to private preference, and the sanctions set in 
place to maintain communal rites and devotions, see Taylor, A Secular Age, 41–43. Also, on the 
shift in the modern consciousness from religion as “fate” to religion as “choice,” see Peter L. 
Berger, The Heretical Imperative: Contemporary Possibilities of Religious Affirmation (Garden 
City, NY: Anchor Press, 1979). Although not necessarily about religion, see Giddens, Modernity 
and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age that this disembedding of the self from 
particular locales is accompanied by social reconnection across wide geographical distances. 
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own way” instead of in prescribed and traditional ways. For one, it was just easier 
to do so, as mainstream American culture does not always structure daily life to 
accommodate the standard practices of minority religious traditions.50 Moreover, 
the downplaying of ritual was a means of providing bridges to one’s non-Muslim 
neighbors, since one finds greater commonality in a generalized ethical 
goodness than in the forms and contents of tradition-specific religious rituals. As 
much as anything, though, it appeared that these Muslims de-prioritized ritual 
because they wanted to disassociate themselves from religious fanaticism. If 
radicals were perpetrating violent acts, were disproportionately made up of 
religious conservatives, and were highly ritually observant, then the antidote was 
to become less of all those things. As this subset of parents depicted religious 
identity, a person who prays five times a day yet commits acts of violence is less 
a Muslim than one who may not pray as often yet treats others with kindness and 
dignity. 
 As described in Chapter Five, these parents and others who attended the 
mosque saw their mosque as a place of openness, where Muslims of different 
backgrounds could come together, as well as a voice to the larger community 
about the goodness of Islam. The parents who attended the mosque wanted their 
                                                 
 50. On the tensions between Muslim social practices and the American culture of work, see 
Henry Findley et al., “Accommodating Islam in the Workplace,” in Proceedings of the American 
Society of Business and Behavioral Sciences, vol. 21 (American Society of Business and 
Behavioral Sciences Annual Meeting, Las Vegas, 2014), 243–53, 
http://asbbs.org/files/ASBBS2014/PDF/F/Findley_Hinote_Hunter_Ingram%28P243-253%29.pdf; 
Elta Smith and Courtney Bender, “The Creation of Urban Niche Religion: South Asian Taxi 
Drivers in New York City,” in Asian American Religions: The Making and Remaking of Borders 
and Boundaries, ed. Tony Carnes and Fenggang Yang (New York: New York University Press, 
2004), 76–97. 
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children not only to be Muslims, but to be the type of Muslims that when viewed 
by the wider society would represent that identity well. One mother wrote to her 
children: “I wish that you will always remain good Muslims and will be proud of 
your religion and will help others in America understand Islam.” In line with the 
mosque’s mission, if her children did both of these things, they would benefit not 
only themselves, but Muslims across America. 
Atheists 
 The Atheist parents in this study wanted their children to have an identity, 
but instead of labeling their children, they wanted their children to determine their 
path for themselves. “It sounds weird,” one mother said, “to say that you are 
raising atheist kids.”51 Instead, these parents wanted to raise “freethinkers,” 
although most assumed that if their children developed robust critical thinking 
skills, they would spot the flaws in religious thinking and arrive at conclusions 
similar to their own. 
 As freethinkers, however, these parents were not fond of the idea of 
copying others, even other Atheists. One mother told me, “Everybody is like a 
thumb print, we are all different. Atheists are freethinkers, and their political views 
are just as varied. The one thing they agree on is they believe there is no God. 
That’s it.” If we look closely at the data, however, this mother’s assertion is not 
                                                 
 51. In my questions for these Atheist parents, I was sure to phrase my questions to include 
both “Atheists raising children” and “raising Atheist children,” and let the parents choose which 
option they preferred—since the two are not necessarily the same thing. 
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entirely supported by the evidence. Just as Liberal Protestants may overestimate 
the degree of diversity of opinion present among parish congregants to fit their 
ideals of inclusion (see note 12 in this chapter), these Atheists may have 
overestimated the diversity of perspectives within Atheism to reinforce views of 
themselves as autonomous. To admit to anything resembling a herd mentality 
would mean that their thinking was not, in fact, “free.”52 
 One thing these parents agreed upon was that Atheism was not to be 
classified as a religion. “I don’t like to call it a religion,” one mother said, “because 
usually that is associated with some organized church or temple where there are 
rules, and Atheists don’t really have any set of guidelines or rules.” Nevertheless, 
these Atheists were attempting to foster community, and one of the leaders of a 
meetup group described to me the difficulties of doing so among people with 
such independent streaks and distrust for institutional authority. He said that a 
sense of solidarity could be created by uniting against a common enemy (i.e. 
religion, God, the supernatural, etc.),53 but that if Atheist communities wanted to 
                                                 
 52. This does not negate the fact, however, that different varieties of Atheism do exist. For an 
empirical investigation of the differences, see Christopher F. Silver et al., “The Six Types of 
Nonbelief: A Qualitative and Quantitative Study of Type and Narrative,” Mental Health, Religion 
and Culture 17, no. 10 (2014): 990–1001, doi:10.1080/13674676.2014.987743. Also, some 
Atheists have attempted to draw even more types into their fold by claiming various varieties of 
“practical atheists” for whom belief in God has no bearing on their behavior. For an example of 
this, see Epstein, Good without God, 18–19. 
 
 53. For the classic elaboration of how negative focus on outgroups can build ingroup 
cohesion and solidify identity, see Lewis A. Coser, The Functions of Social Conflict (Glencoe, IL: 
Free Press, 1956). And to specifically see how the rejection of theism serves to build such 
cohesion, see Jesse M. Smith, “Becoming an Atheist in America: Constructing Identity and 
Meaning from the Rejection of Theism,” Sociology of Religion 72, no. 2 (2011): 215–37; Taylor, 
“American Atheist Communities and the Struggle for Social Legitimacy.” 
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have staying power, they needed to move beyond their current posture of 
negation to affirm things that could draw them together.  
 If we think again in terms of Durkheim’s identification of a moral “sacred” 
at the heart of human communities, and, for a moment, define religion in those 
terms, we can see how Atheism could be viewed, as novelist David Foster 
Wallace puts it, as a kind of “anti-religious religion, which worships reason, 
skepticism, intellect, empirical proof, human autonomy, and self-determination.”54 
Whether the parents in my study promoted the Atheist label to their children or 
not, they did emphasize these things to their children, particularly as they 
appeared in the form of science, the cultural endeavor which most fully embodied 
these core moral commitments.55 In their interviews, each parent mentioned 
science at least once, and, as a whole, did so far more than any other group.56 
To impress its importance on their children, parents took them to science 
museums, watched Internet videos and read books containing evolutionary 
accounts of cosmological and human origins, and displayed their own interest in 
the subject in everyday conversations. 
 Within the wider society, however, not everyone appreciates the findings 
of modern science (especially concerning cosmological and human origins). 
                                                 
 54. David Foster Wallace, “All That,” New Yorker, December 14, 2009, 79. 
 
55.  The leader of one of the larger Atheist meetup groups let me know that the group did 
include some members that did not care about science. However, they were a minority position 
and none offered to participate in my study. 
 
 56. Of the remaining groups, the Hindus mentioned science most frequently in interviews, 
followed by the congregationally unaffiliated, Evangelical Protestants, Muslims, Catholics, and 
Liberal Protestants. 
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Thus, many parents perceived a cultural conflict between science and religion, or 
as one father put it, between reason and the “superstition” of “ancient agricultural 
communities.” On this front of the culture wars, these Atheist parents perceive 
themselves as embattled. 
 There may not be a single sacred canopy in American society, but neither 
is there a secular one. While these parents would no doubt have been pleased if 
deities or the supernatural never appeared in society’s cultural symbolism, they 
knew that society was unlikely to be secularized completely in the near future. 
Whether in macro-level governmental sanction for civil religion or in the masses 
who believed in God (and refused to entirely privatize their beliefs), religion would 
confront their children in various ways. Some Atheists told me that their younger 
children had never really asked them questions about God, which they attributed 
to the fact that they as parents had not initiated God-talk in the home 
environment.57 But as their children grew older, religion became a more frequent 
topic of conversation in these households. That religion could become more 
salient as children of Atheists grew older was due, in part, to the accumulating 
exposure to religion that children receive from the surrounding society. Older 
children have also had a larger window of time in which to be exposed to death 
and the questions it can raise. 
                                                 
 57. This lack of questioning ties in with the debate noted in Chapter Three, lending evidence 
to the Atheists’ claim that children’s nature is essentially non-spiritual or non-religious. 
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 Many Atheist parents deemed it important that their children be 
knowledgeable about religion, although they differed from most of their religious 
counterparts in that they discussed religion from a literary and comparative 
standpoint rather than a devotional or moralistic one. As the Pew Research 
Center finds, religious literacy in America is greater among Atheists than among 
any religious group.58 For these Atheists, free inquiry was highly valued, and to 
prohibit their children from knowing about a dimension of life embraced by many 
fellow humans would be morally problematic.  
 So what would these parents think if their children used their autonomy to 
become religious? As we mentioned earlier, it was largely assumed that if their 
children had developed critical thinking skills, they would not be swayed by 
religion. And some parents had a difficult time picturing their children becoming 
religious, since they already displayed a propensity for questioning and 
skepticism. As we saw in earlier sections in this chapter, religious parents 
pointed to the psychological benefits religion provided that a purely secular 
outlook on life did not59—a predetermined sense of meaning and purpose, for 
                                                 
 58. Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, U.S. Religious Knowledge Survey (Pew Forum 
on Religion and Public Life, September 28, 2010), 
http://www.pewforum.org/files/2010/09/religious-knowledge-full-report.pdf. 
 
 59. Although Atheist parents did not speak of the psychological benefits of non-theism to the 
same degree that religious parents did about religion, we could identify some if we looked hard 
enough. Conceivably, seeing oneself as a freethinker could provide a positive sense of 
independence or of having more fully realized one’s intellectual capacities. Also, to create ends 
for oneself instead of adopting pre-packaged ones could give one a sense of control. 
Furthermore, the lack of an afterlife could actually grant a poignancy to life that may not exist if 
the joys and tragedies of this life are overshadowed by a life to come. For a discussion of these 
things within the larger existential question of meaning, see Kerry Walters, Atheism: A Guide for 
the Perplexed (New York: Continuum, 2010), 138–56. 
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instance, or a sense of reassurance or comfort during times of trouble. In 
contrast, one Atheist father stated that the purported human need for ultimate 
meaning was oversold. When others asked the grand question “Why are we 
here?” he would reply, “That’s awfully presumptuous. I don’t see the slightest 
reason to think there is a ‘why.’ We evolved, it happened, it’s an accident of 
physical, natural conditions and I’m comfortable with that.” Regarding comfort in 
the face of trials, parents were a bit more understanding of the desire for religion, 
especially when it came to dealing with death. Although some parents said they 
had no particular fear of non-existence after death, they understood that others, 
including their own children, might find a coping mechanism such as religion 
helpful.60 
 Parents were divided on how they would feel or respond if their children 
were to embrace a religious identity. None said they would disown their children, 
and all said that their children certainly had a right to choose whatever they liked. 
However, some said they would feel disappointed. One mother stated, 
My ex-husband is also an Atheist and we used to joke that the worst thing 
that you could possibly do is become a priest who likes country music, 
because we were both really into alternative music, and heavy metal, and 
classic rock. . . . That would be how [my son] could rebel. The Mohawk, 
[the] piercings, the tattoos, we don’t care about that. What we really care 
about is if he became a priest who likes country music. Then we’d be like, 
“Where did we go wrong?” That’s not part of my vision for where my son 
will be when he grows up. 
 
                                                 
 60. Alternatively, as mentioned in Chapter Three, parents could also see the view of non-
existence after death as psychologically comforting compared to another alternative—namely, the 
fear of eternal punishment. 
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 When Atheist parents considered the possibility of their children as 
religious, differences became evident based on how they conceived of the 
purposes of religion and the knowability of ultimate reality. If religion is primarily a 
way of attempting to arrive at truth (with a capital T), becoming religious would be 
unfortunate because it meant their children would have abandoned their critical 
thinking faculties and turned their back on science and reason, humanity’s prime 
tools for peeling back the layers of the ontologically real. However, if truth is 
ultimately unknowable because all understandings of reality are culturally 
conditioned, then the most important question about religion shifts from “Is it 
true?” to the more pragmatic or postmodern questions “Does it work?” or “Does it 
help me to achieve the ends I have set for myself?” In this case, parents found it 
less offensive to imagine a child embracing religion. 
 We can see the difference in perspective if we compare two Atheist 
parents from this study. When I asked one father about whether children should 
be left without guidance from parents regarding their worldviews so they could 
choose for themselves as they grew up, he said,  
Well, I’m in partial agreement with that, and obviously, partial 
disagreement. The problem with it is that it veers towards sort of a 
relativism, or it veers towards equating positions as equal. In other words, 
here are the different slices of pie, you take the one you want. And I 
cannot honestly say that they are all equal. . . . There is only one position 
that makes sense; there is only one position that is non-question-begging. 
 
When I asked him how he would respond if his daughter were to tell him 
someday that she had become a Christian or a Buddhist, he said, 
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Well, by then she will remember, and if she doesn’t, she’ll be reminded, 
that from the beginning, built into [her upbringing] was, “You don’t have to 
believe what I believe.” [I’d say to her,] “Question me all the way, but 
remember the spirit of what we did. . . . Remember how we probed and 
questioned, we had the spirit of debate, and always do that. . . . You do 
what you want to do, but . . . expect probing. . . . Let’s go, have at it. I want 
to be tested, and I want to test. . . . Let’s look for problems; always look for 
problems in your own view.” And so the extension of that is that she’s now 
twenty-five and she comes home and she’s a member of Scientologists for 
Jesus or something. And I say, “Let’s have at it; let’s do it. Poke holes in 
[my views] and I’ll poke holes in yours, and then we’ll go out to dinner and 
have a good time.” 
 
This father valued a society (and family) in which people with different 
perspectives could civilly debate the nature of reality, yet he obviously preferred 
that his daughter maintain agreement with his overall worldview because it 
provided a better window on truth. 
 In contrast, however, one mother expressed a much greater willingness to 
see her children adopt an identity different than her own. She said, 
I will tell [my children] what I think, but I tell them that not everybody thinks 
like me. And when you get old enough to where you are interested in 
[religion], and you want to look around, I will bring you to places where 
there are books about religion, or you can look online. It wouldn’t bother 
me in the least if they end up leaving. I don’t think it’s that big of a deal. . . 
. I think you can be a good person no matter what you believe in. I don’t 
think there is any difference in us, it is just that some people buy into it, 
and some people don’t. I don’t know, I am more sciencey. I’ve got to 
question everything; If somebody tells me something, I don’t take their 
word. I have to look and see. That’s my nature. 
 
Even though she described herself as a scientific-minded person, what mattered 
about religion or secularity was not conformity with ultimate reality, but fit with the 
goals and personality of the adherent. Later, when I asked her how she would 
feel if her children someday wanted to be religious, she said, “Anything’s fine. 
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They could be priests. My daughter could become a nun. As long as she is 
happy, I’m happy.” If religion did not hinder her children from becoming good 
people, and provided a means to self-fulfillment, then even religious children 
could achieve the ultimate ends of life. 
 If most Atheist parents preferred that their children adopt a secular 
worldview, though, the question remained about how friendly the wider society 
would be for them should they end up choosing that “lifestance.” Overall, they 
viewed American society as religious, since the great majority of their fellow 
citizens were believers in God. Although this could be seen as a negative, since 
it would define religiosity as “normal,” having minority status also served the 
positive function of cementing their identity as “freethinkers” who had broken 
loose (or, as one mother put it, been “deprogrammed”) from society’s 
enslavement to certain habits of mind. This did not mean that these Atheists 
necessarily recognized the degree to which their ability to self-define as 
freethinkers was dependent on having a religious majority as a foil.61 But they 
were nevertheless convinced that their methods of thinking were better than 
those of that majority. And if they could get their children to see this 
independence of thought as a moral virtue, it could potentially counteract some of 
the stigma they felt from the wider society’s perception that they were morally 
deficient for not believing in God.  
                                                 
 61. This is so because in an Atheist-majority society, the type of thought that would not 
conform to that of the majority would be religious. 
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 When children interacted with their peers, they sometimes felt stigmatized 
for being different, as in the case of one boy who was told by a schoolmate that 
he could no longer be friends with him on account of his Atheism. Yet parents 
who had lived in other regions of the country, and particularly in the South, were 
glad to have moved to New England, where diverse lifestances were much more 
readily accepted. Multiculturalism not only encouraged the practice of non-
Christian religions, but opened up space for Atheists as well. Furthermore, 
religious belief was much more privatized than in some other areas of the 
country. In some places, one might expect to be invited to church upon first 
meeting someone, but such overt displays of religiosity were rare in New 
England, according to one mother. 
It’s not politically incorrect to be Atheist anymore. It is actually politically 
correct to be secular in all things, and not put your beliefs over on 
someone else. It is so uncool to be lectured to by evangelists. If you are in 
a grocery store, you don’t want somebody coming up to you and handing 
you a leaflet. . . . We all hide . . . when the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the 
Mormons come to our neighborhood and knock on our door and try to 
convert us. . . . It is politically incorrect to knock on somebody’s door and 
try to convert them, even though in many religions that’s got to be your 
life’s mission, to convert other people. So it’s easy, it’s kind of culturally 
accepted to be an Atheist. (pause) Almost. Almost. 
 
 As with other groups in this study, a sense of cultural embattlement (or 
lack thereof) could be both bane and boon for a secular identity. On the one 
hand, it was appealing not to have to face a high level of opposition in New 
England. Yet the lack thereof also made it more difficult to create and sustain 
communities centered on an Atheist identity. One mother described the 
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difference she experienced in her involvement with communities in the South and 
in New England. In the former, she said, 
It was mostly creating an environment where it’s normal to be Secular 
Humanists, Atheist, Non-theist, whatever you want to call it. . . . I was part 
of [a secular family network] and we would kind of get together, you know 
once a month or something. It was much more robust there because 
people feel that need to kind of meet other people. And here [in New 
England] it’s a little bit more like, “Oh, we’ve got soccer” and “We’ve got 
other things on the weekends.” 
 
Where the felt need was weaker, collective identity was more difficult to foster. 
 Nevertheless, the people in my study did sense enough embattlement that 
they deemed it worth gathering together as Atheists. As noted in the last chapter, 
they did occasionally experience some local interpersonal hostility. And at the 
macro level, they viewed official sanction by the federal government of civil 
religion—in things such as the phrases “under God” in the national Pledge of 
Allegiance and “In God we Trust” on the nation’s currency—as divisive and 
discriminatory against them. In a “neutral” public sphere, they argued, these 
things would not exist.  
 The parents in my study were not overly concerned with public holidays 
such as Christmas and Easter, since prominent secularized versions of these 
holidays allowed their children to share in the joy.62 But they were concerned that 
American public life was becoming more religious, particularly as religious 
believers tried to impose their worldviews on the rest of the country through 
                                                 
 62. One mother, who had a Jewish background and disliked the consumerism of Christmas, 
described to me how she celebrated New Year’s Day with her children instead—with a handmade 
gift exchange and a big sushi party. 
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science curriculum in public schools. As a result (partly) of communication in their 
meetup groups, these Atheist parents displayed a high level of awareness of 
national (and even global) political happenings, which is evident as one mother 
described her apprehension regarding the trajectory of the culture wars: 
I think I’m afraid of the future, and what that holds in terms of laws I think 
that are going to be passed. . . . In terms of my Atheism, I feel like . . . it’s 
going to be encroached on in the near future, if it hasn’t been already. 
And, again, I think I’m lucky to live in New England where it probably will 
be one of the last places [to change], but I know that a lot of [creationists] 
have been elected to school boards, even one in Connecticut recently. I 
worry about those sorts of things. . . . I think there’s a big controversy 
about what’s going to be included in textbooks in Texas, those sorts of 
things are a worry to me. I can sort of see what’s coming, and I’m afraid of 
that. But in terms of raising them on a daily basis, . . . I’m happy to live 
here, and not live in Texas. (laughter) 
 
Another mother described the problem of “not teaching science in science class 
anymore.” “[Y]ou’re going to have a bunch of little kids that believe that dinosaurs 
and people lived at the same time, . . . stuff that just isn’t true. And I think that’s 
going to hurt just the general knowledge . . . of people. You don’t want to go 
backwards.” If society were to let religious proponents influence the curricula of 
public schools, it would be even more difficult to teach children (including their 
own) to think critically about the world around them. For these Atheist parents, 
such a critical perspective on the world was not automatic, but an ideal that they 
had to work for. 
Excursus: Interreligious Households 
 So far in this chapter, we have discussed religious identity from the 
standpoint of singular traditions and communities. However, we would not do the 
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data justice without at least a brief discussion of households in which parents did 
not share a religious identity.63 Except for the non-attending parents (who may or 
may not have shared a religious identity with their spouse), parents were 
recruited for this study due to their participation in particular congregations. 
Sometimes these individuals did not share a religious identification with their 
spouse, yet still participated together at some level in those congregations. In a 
few of these cases, I interviewed these couples together and listened for how 
each parent saw their community as a resource for raising children. In other 
cases, only one spouse was involved with the community, and I interviewed 
those parents alone, listening for the different ways that they navigated a world in 
which their mate did not share their practices, worldviews, or religious affiliation.  
 When faced with this difference in tradition, parents sometimes decided 
not to teach their children any tradition, but to let the children explore and make 
                                                 
 63. The category of interfaith marriage is difficult to clearly delineate. If we include inter-
denominational marriages, numbers will be much greater than if we look only at unions of people 
who marry across different “world religions.” It is evident that an interfaith union is created when a 
Muslim marries a Christian. But what about when a Protestant marries a Catholic? Or when an 
Episcopalian marries a Pentecostal? For some parents in this study, denominational differences 
were a matter of significant concern, but for many others they were not (and may have been of 
such little importance that they did not even mention them in the interviews). On the demographic 
questionnaire, I did not ask for the religious identity of spouses, so I do not have exact numbers, 
but there were at least five parents who married across world religions, and at least three 
Christians who married across the Protestant-Catholic divide. Also, things become even more 
complicated when we consider the Atheists and non-attendees in the study (some of whom 
identified as “no religion”). Some of these individuals were married to people who self-identified 
with various religions, and sometimes Atheists and non-attendees were even married to one 
another, as in the case of one father who self-identified as an Atheist and a mother who claimed 
to be a “none” and was more open to the possibility of transcendence and the goodness of 
religious institutions than was her husband. 
 For overviews of the topic of interreligious marriage and family in America, see Naomi 
Schaefer Riley, ‘Til Faith Do Us Part: The Rise of Interfaith Marriage and the Future of American 
Religion, Family, and Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013); Erika B. Seamon, 
Interfaith Marriage in America: The Transformation of Religion and Christianity (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). 
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their own decisions regarding their religious identity as they grew up. This 
approach was most common among parents who did not attend religious or 
Atheist institutions.64 While a religious or Atheist identity may have been 
important to these non-attendees on some level, they did not avail themselves of 
the identity-shaping resources provided by religious or secular congregations. 
Occasionally, the thought occurred to them that that they were, in effect, shaping 
their children’s future by their non-attendance. But, for the most part, they figured 
that their children would still be free to identify or to not identify with a 
congregation or tradition in their adult years. And the fact that their own religious 
identity may have differed from their spouse did not really matter, since neither 
adult was particularly interested in attending. 
 In other cases, however, at least one member of the multi-religious 
parenting dyad was concerned with raising the children to embrace a particular 
religious identity (although all parents realized that when their children were 
adults, they could and would make choices that parents could not control). In a 
small number of cases, it was possible for a less religiously observant parent to 
diminish the family’s level of religiosity. More often, though, parents with relatively 
high levels of commitment to religious communities described how their spouses 
(who had often grown up in nominally religious households), were actually 
supportive of them raising their children according to the ways of their religious 
                                                 
 64. In fact, across the entire study, this method of not teaching anything but letting the 
children choose on their own was most common to institutionally disconnected parents regardless 
of whether they shared a religious identity with their spouse or not. 
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community. Sometimes this could lead to awkward situations with in-laws who 
disagreed. For example, one Jewish grandmother objected to her grandchildren’s 
baptism in the Catholic Church. Yet, on the whole, if one of the parents was not 
particularly religious, raising children according to the identity of the more 
religious spouse presented relatively few difficulties. 
 When religion was salient to both parents, however, serious negotiation 
was needed. In some cases, this could be between different strains of a single 
tradition, such as a mother (who was raised Catholic) and a father (who grew up 
Presbyterian) who, after other attempts at reconciliation, finally settled on the 
Episcopal parish because it provided elements of ritual that appealed to both of 
them. Looking in from the outside, parents in this study in religiously 
homogenous marriages deemed it neccessary to agree on a single tradition, 
since otherwise children could become confused and not “know what’s right with 
so many jumbled ideas.”65 And some parents within interreligious marriages, 
such as a Muslim father with a Catholic wife, agreed that a single sacred 
umbrella was needed. 
They say you can expose them to both religions; however, I think they’re 
going to struggle. They have to have a base they can compare the other 
one, and eventually can decide, but [that] they have to take one is my 
input. From all the examples I’ve seen of kids with parents of two different 
religions, I find [the children as they get older] mostly following neither 
one. . . . They have little parts of both, but . . . to some extent don’t even 
believe in either. Because I think they eventually associate [it with] 
disappointing their parents by choosing one or the other. 
                                                 
 65. According to empirical research by Bengtson, Families and Faith, 111–28, transmission 
of religious identity is indeed less effectual, in general, when children grow up in mixed-religion 
households. 
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Interestingly, although this father’s wife had agreed to raise the children as 
Muslim, there were indications that she was having second thoughts and wanted 
religion to be a facet of life that she could share in common with her children. Not 
only is negotiation within interfaith families required at the outset, but changing 
desires can require re-negotiation as well. 
 Some parents, however, decided that extensive negotiation was 
unnecessary, even if religion was important to both parties. Love could dissolve 
all relational barriers, one Hindu mother claimed, and this meant both members 
of the marriage would respect the religion of the other. Furthermore, it was 
important for children to be able to affirm both parents’ heritage, and to ignore 
one religion or the other would be to rob children of the connection with their 
mother or father. Thus, one Liberal Protestant mother described how throughout 
the week her children could see pictures of the Hindu goddess Lakshmi adorning 
the walls of their home and then get in the car on Sundays and drive to the 
Episcopal church for worship services. She said, 
We’ve never felt that exposing them to both is confusing. I think, if 
anything, it’s just the opposite because they get the best of both [worlds]. . 
. . They get wonderful ceremonies. They love to go and . . . get the bread 
of heaven [during the Episcopal church service]. And then they’ll go to a 
[Hindu] puja and they’ll . . . do the actions in the puja that they do. So I 
think that there hasn’t been any confusion and hasn’t been any question of 
“Why do we do [both]?” It’s just like, “Okay, yeah, let’s go.” 
 
Not only was confusion a non-issue for this mother, but she went on to describe 
how her children’s exposure to both traditions at an early age gave them a 
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“broader perspective” on life and an awareness of cultural and religious diversity 
that would benefit them in an increasingly pluralistic American society. 
 As we have seen repeatedly in this chapter, both practices and beliefs are 
constitutive of religious identity. Some parents considered separating them from 
identity in discussions over whether one could be a “non-practicing Muslim” or be 
a Christian who does not believe in the historic creeds of the Church. However, 
their importance was felt acutely by interreligious families. Some practices, for 
example, were mutually exclusive between traditions. Either one ate Christmas 
ham or one was prohibited from doing so. Others, on the other hand, were 
additive. One could both baptize children in a Christian church and conduct a 
Hindu naming ceremony (Namkaran). One could decorate one’s house with a 
variety of religious symbols. And children often did not mind celebrating dual 
religious holidays, in part because they received twice as many presents.  
 If we look at doctrine or belief as a component of religious identity, we see 
a similar dynamic at work. Although parents were not necessarily professional 
theologians concerned with the minutiae of religious doctrine, their “big-picture 
theologies” allowed them to create space to inhabit with others. If, as a Hindu, 
one believed that all roads led to the eventual goal of release from the cycle of 
birth and rebirth, this made it easier to affirm the practices of a non-Hindu 
spouse. If, as a Liberal Protestant, one could find God or spirituality in other 
traditions, then introducing one’s children to additional faith-based stories and 
practices could be a good thing. 
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 For parents who wanted to present only one religious identity, however, 
belief and doctrine made things a bit trickier. None of the Evangelical Protestant 
parents that I interviewed were involved in interreligious marriages, not only 
because of the emphasis they placed on belief, but because the exclusivity of 
those beliefs made it impossible to find value in alternative worldviews and 
practices.66 One Muslim father displayed a desire to validate the tradition of his 
wife, and to find common ground by stating that one could believe in Muhammad 
as God’s final messenger, yet still value Jesus as a prior messenger. However, 
doing so required that he also downplay some core tenets of the Christian 
tradition. 
Father: For [our children] to reconcile [Islam and Christianity], if you look at 
it logically, that’s still . . . the same God. We believe in Jesus; we believe 
that he was born miraculously. We believe in . . . the virgin birth of 
Jesus—which Islam is the only [non-Christian] religion that believes in 
that, . . . and [in] him being raised up and that he will come back. 
Technically, you believe in the whole concept of Christianity. The only 
thing, of course, the difference is that [in Christianity] he was the actual 
son of God, rather than the messenger of God, and . . . that he died for 
your sins. . . . But other than that, if you want to reconcile, you can find 
plenty of points to reconcile the two religions. 
 
Interviewer: [And] you think it makes more sense for them to do that more 
within Islam than within Catholicism? 
 
Father: Exactly, because [if you were a Christian] you automatically would 
have to reject that part [about Muhammad as God’s messenger]. So that 
was the other reason in my head. It still would be easier for them to 
reconcile this way than the other way around. 
                                                 
 66. This does not mean that all Evangelical Protestants in America are avidly opposed to 
religious exogamy. As Riley, ‘Til Faith Do Us Part, 35 finds in a national survey, Evangelicals do 
deem religious endogamy more important than most other religious groups, but that still just over 
a third of them see it as “not very important” or “not at all important” that their children marry 
someone of their own faith. 
 
 
 399
 
While this father framed his family’s religious socialization efforts as “reconciling” 
two traditions, his insistence that Islam could incorporate Christianity could also 
be viewed through a competitive or imperialistic lens. As Alasdair MacIntyre 
points out in his study of different traditions of moral enquiry, incommensurable 
standpoints can be resolved, yet may require the victory of one at the expense of 
the other. He states, “Is there any way in which one of these rivals might prevail 
over the others? One possible answer was supplied by Dante: that narrative 
prevails over its rivals which is able to include its rivals within it.”67 Thus, even 
theologies which promise greater inclusiveness, such as those of the Hindus and 
Liberal Protestants, and this father trying to find the most sensitive way of 
fulfilling his duty to raise his children as Muslims, show the difficulties of merging 
two different religious traditions in interfaith homes.  
 If neither parent is particularly invested in passing on their religion to their 
children, or if only one is, then things are relatively straightforward. Yet having 
two parents who consider the transmission of their own identity to be important 
compounds the difficulties. In some cases, religious practices and beliefs may be 
commensurable, but often they are not; and even if they appear to be at first 
blush, reconciling the two may not be as seamless as parents think. 
                                                 
 67. MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry, 80–81. 
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Achieved Religious Identity in America 
 Throughout this chapter we have been dealing with notions of identity as 
either an achieved or ascribed status. In their book Ranking Faiths, James 
Davidson and Ralph Pyle contend that recent arguments portraying individuals 
as agentic and religious identity as an achieved status are overstated. Citing 
studies that show that the majority of Americans take on the religious identities 
and ideas of their parents, they argue that “religious affiliation is still largely an 
ascribed and permanent status.”68 My data hint that Davidson and Pyle are likely 
correct that people are not “consumers who shop for identities and roles the 
same way they shop for cars and household appliances.”69 The data also 
suggest that the number of “live options” may be limited for most people.70 
 However, the data from my study also show definitively that most parents 
do not assume that children will automatically follow in their footsteps. If this were 
so, they would not go to the lengths they do in order to help their children to 
adopt a particular religious or secular identity. From this vantage point, we can 
see that, rather than religious (or secular) identity being taken-for-granted, it is 
very much “achieved” because of the great effort it requires—not on the part of 
children, but on the part of their parents. Statistics may show that children more 
often than not end up with the religious identity of their parents, but these 
                                                 
 68. Davidson and Pyle, Ranking Faiths, 3–4. 
  
69. Ibid., 3.  
 
 70. On “live options,” see William James, The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular 
Philosophy (New York: Cosimo, 2006), 3. 
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numbers in large part reflect the work that parents put into the religious 
socialization of children.71 
 Adherents of some religious traditions may work harder or be more 
equipped than others, which would help to explain the variations in religious 
retention rates. Moreover, the degree to which society makes it easy or difficult to 
inculcate particular identities should also be taken into account. What my study 
shows, though, is that parents from all traditions have reason to express concern 
about their children’s future, since there is no religion to which American culture 
does not provide a significant challenge. 
 Liberal Protestant parents find that social changes in recent years have 
made it more difficult to promote their identity of faith and goodness to 
their children. Unlike the 1950s and 1960s, when membership in Liberal 
Protestant congregations was at its height and an anti-Communist (and 
thus anti-secular) sentiment encouraged Americans to attend church and 
express belief in God, the last few decades have seen rapid growth in the 
                                                 
 71. On religious retention and religious switching, see Bengtson, Families and Faith, 54–67; 
Darren E. Sherkat, Changing Faith: The Dynamics and Consequences of Americans’ Shifting 
Religious Identities (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 50–89. Interestingly, 
Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, Faith and Family in America (Washington, DC: Religion 
and Ethics Newsweekly, October 19, 2005), 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2005/10/19/october-19-2005-faith-and-family-in-
america/11465/, finds that more religious parents express greater confidence that their children 
will adopt their religious tradition than their less religious counterparts. I would argue that this 
greater confidence does not reflect an assumption that their children will automatically adopt their 
faith, but that these parents are more confident that their children will make the right decision 
because of the hard work that they as parents have put into transmitting religious identity. And 
empirical research would seem to affirm the eficacy of their investment, as parents from same-
faith marriages for whom religious commitment is strong, religious service attendance is frequent, 
and religion is highly salient for both partners do more frequently succeed in passing on their 
identity to the next generation. Bengtson, Families and Faith, 187. 
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number of people who claim no religious identity at all—with this tendency 
concentrated among younger generations. This makes public expression 
of a no-longer-shared faith (and a new emphasis on evangelism in these 
parents’ parish) potentially even more uncomfortable. Moreover, although 
American culture still closely reflects many of these parents’ political and 
social positions (in part because Liberal Protestantism helped to shape 
that wider culture), it has also become more materialistic since those 
earlier days. This leads parents to fear that their children will become self-
absorbed people who measure life success in acquisitive, materialistic 
terms instead of in terms of contribution to the well-being of others. 
Moreover, cultural notions that children need to “leave home” to define 
their religious identity, as well as a bit of nonchalance regarding their 
children’s eventual return to the faith, may make religious retention less 
likely. 
 Evangelical Christian parents believe that their children will experience 
eternal perdition if they do not establish a Christian identity via a 
“relationship with God.” This lack of identity can take place when children 
give in to the lures of the wider culture to pursue happiness through 
various vices instead of through a relationship with their Creator. It can 
also occur when children do not truly embrace the larger Christian 
metanarrative. Because the wider culture no longer tells this story (or at 
least does not do so exclusively, given the growth in religious diversity) 
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many Evangelical Protestant parents feel that they and their religious 
communities must tell it even more earnestly. 
 Catholic Christians, who with Protestants comprise the statistical Christian 
majority, do not necessarily fear that their children will convert en masse 
to minority religious traditions such as Hinduism or Islam. In fact, Catholics 
may have less fear of religious switching than most, given that their 
heritage has not viewed religion as “voluntary association” to the extent 
that Protestants have.72 However, Catholics face the much more likely 
prospect that their children will simply fade away from the Church. Absent 
the external, everyday social pressure to conform provided in ethnic 
enclaves, future Catholics may follow the current example of parents who 
claim the Catholic identity by leading their children through the 
sacraments, but do nothing beyond that to reinforce it. Realizing that a 
robust Catholic identity can no longer be taken for granted, Church 
leaders have begun to take steps to encourage adults and children to own 
the identity on a deeper level. However, some people are less willing to 
self-identify with Catholicism because of unpopular stands the Church has 
taken on sexual and gender issues, as well as the sexual abuse scandal 
of recent decades. 
                                                 
 72. One can see this also at the congregational level. Prior to Vatican II, Catholics knew that 
the church one attended was determined solely by the “parish” within which one lived. On the rise 
of this “comprehensive parish,” see Dolan, “Patterns of Leadership in the Congregation,” 246–48. 
Since Vatican II, though, these geographical ties have loosened and Catholics now exercise 
greater freedom to choose which congregation they wish to attend. R. Stephen Warner, “Work in 
Progress toward a New Paradigm for the Sociological Study of Religion in the United States,” 
American Journal of Sociology 98 (1993): 1066–67. 
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 Hindus in America envision Hindu identity primarily as a component of 
Indian identity. More than anything, they fear that their children will lose 
that Indian identity as they take on an American one. Thus, parents 
strongly encourage children to adopt at least some traditional Indian and 
Hindu practices (e.g. vegetarianism, respectful address of elders, puja 
ceremonies, etc.) Since Indian ways of life are unfamiliar to many 
Americans, however, parents are frequently forced to explain to their 
children why they should behave counterculturally. In doing so, they 
amplify the explicitly “religious” component of that identity by providing 
religious explanations. 
 Like the Hindus, Muslim parents also fear the Americanization of their 
children, although they do not as often see loss of ethnic heritage and loss 
of religious identity as identical. They also fear that their children will see 
negative media depictions of Muslims and will shun the religion because 
they equate Islam with violence. Moreover, they fear that their children will 
want to abandon the tradition because of the stigma they feel in school 
and other social settings. To address these things, parents seek out 
environments for their children to relate to fellow Muslims in the hope that 
it will feel normal to be Muslim. And they try to depict Islam to their 
children as a religion of peace that is worthy of their allegiance. 
 Atheist parents in America see themselves as different from their religious 
counterparts in their capacity for free thinking. Of course, equating non-
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belief with free thinking is only possible in a society that is highly religious, 
both in its official civic rituals and in the percentages of people who believe 
in God. While not all parents care that their children adopt the label 
“Atheist,” since labels generally smack of conformity, they certainly do 
want their children to develop the critical perspective that they see as a 
central component of that identity. They do not see the attainment and 
sustaining of such a perspective as automatic, however, since children 
could end up seeking solace for life’s troubles in religion or find 
themselves in public schools that have abandoned true inquiry for 
curricula based on the superstitious outlooks of religious traditions. 
In none of these traditions do parents assume that children will end up with their 
particular religious or secular identity without concerted effort on their part. If we 
look at the efforts of parents, and not only those of their children, it is very clear 
that religious identity in America is “achieved,” indeed.  
The Social Locations of America’s Religions 
 When parents took steps to inculcate certain values in their children, they 
did so not only based on how much these things mattered, but also on how likely 
it was that their children would automatically make the right decisions. If parents 
had reason to fear that their children would go astray because society did not 
support (or even counteracted) their values, then they could not afford to leave 
things entirely up to their children and would have to redouble their efforts. 
Indeed, parents in this study feared all kinds of things: a shrinking number of 
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well-paying jobs, predators lurking at playgrounds, the loss of childhood 
innocence, the abandonment of an ethno-cultural heritage, and more. In fact, we 
have seen in this chapter that parents had to work to promote a religious (or 
secular) identity, since they could not take for granted that their children would 
follow in their footsteps. 
 In our discussion of the achieved nature of religious identity in America, 
we have looked at the social location of religion via the points at which religious 
people experienced tension or a lack of support from the wider society for the 
project of identity transmission. Of course, there are many related ways of 
measuring the centrality or marginality of religious traditions. Davidson and Pyle, 
among others, have looked at the socio-economic stratification of various 
religions, finding that although differences of income, education, and 
occupational prestige have narrowed across many of America’s religious groups 
in recent decades, differences still remain. Of the religious groups in this study, 
Liberal Protestant denominations inhabit the upper and upper-middle socio-
economic strata, Catholics and Hindus the upper-middle stratum, and 
Evangelical Protestants and Muslims the lower.73 My study, however, adds one 
twist to this discussion—that the linkage between socio-economic standing and 
societal friendliness towards religious identity may not be as close as some 
envision it. As Pyle notes, “groups falling toward the “sect” end of the church-sect 
                                                 
 73. Davidson and Pyle, Ranking Faiths, 127–37. Specifically, Davidson and Pyle place 
Episcopalians in the upper stratum. 
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continuum are more likely to attract individuals of lower socio-economic standing 
than are those religious bodies traditionally viewed as culture affirming mainline 
denominations.”74 The problem with linking socio-economic status and religious 
identity too closely, however, is that the Liberal Protestants in this study actually 
see their elevated social class standing as one of the greatest challenges to the 
transmission of their religious identity, in that their children reside in socio-
economically advantaged and segregated communities that encourage them 
towards materialism and self-centeredness. Thus, for parents to take their 
children to a congregation that stressed economic justice with its young people 
displayed a more “sectarian” understanding of religion than their socio-economic 
standing would suggest.75 
 With social standing also comes social power, which points to another way 
of measuring social position—noting the presence of people of various religions 
in elite culture-shaping roles. We see this approach in works that examine the 
religious composition of the Supreme Court or that view the election of John F. 
Kennedy to the White House as evidence that twentieth-century Catholics were 
                                                 
 74. Pyle, “Trends in Religious Stratification,” 77. For an overview of recent empirical evidence 
on the looseness of the link between social class and religious preferences, see Samuel H. 
Reimer, “Sect Appeal: Rethinking the Class-Sect Link,” in Religion and Class in America: Culture, 
History, and Politics, ed. Sean McCloud and William A. Mirola, vol. 7, International Studies in 
Religion and Society (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2009), 72–76. 
 
 75. Various theologians have called over the years for Liberal Protestantism to embrace a 
more sectarian understanding of itself. These include, among others, Walter Brueggemann, “The 
Legitimacy of a Sectarian Hermeneutic: 2 Kings 18-19,” in Education for Citizenship and 
Discipleship, ed. Mary C. Boys (New York: The Pilgrim Press, 1989), 3–34; Hauerwas and 
Willimon, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony; George A. Lindbeck, “The Sectarian 
Future of the Church,” in The God Experience: Essays in Hope, ed. Joseph P. Whelan (New 
York: Newman Press, 1971). 
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finally being accepted as truly American.76 With elevated social positions such as 
these, of course, comes the ability to shape the contours of life for many other 
Americans.77 As Durkheim noted, legal statutes are the officially encoded (and 
sanctioned) morality of a society.78 And, historically speaking, it is Liberal 
Protestant elites in the halls of power that have been most influential in making 
and interpreting that law. Thus, it is not surprising that courts in the United States 
have often interpreted “religion” through Protestant lenses.79 Moreover, the 
Atheist parents in my study referred to cultural artifacts instituted when religious 
people had wielded such power. By placing religious slogans on currency and 
into the pledge to the American flag, they claimed, these religious people divided 
the country and marginalized them. If we look again at the historical record, 
however, we also see that Atheists today are likely less marginal than at the 
beginning of the last century, due to the secularization of many spheres of 
                                                 
 76. John Masson, “Is There a Correlation between Religion and an Elite Legal Education?,” 
University of Michigan Law School Newsroom, September 28, 2012, 
http://www.law.umich.edu/newsandinfo/features/Pages/religion_SCOTUS_justices.aspx; Robert 
Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion: Society and Faith since World War II 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988), 93. 
 
 77. This discussion of political and legal social roles does not imply that culture-shaping roles 
do not exist in other spheres. Although Jewish communities are not represented in the participant 
sample of this study, if they were, we would note the profound influence of this American minority 
in the media and entertainment industries. 
 
 78. Steven Lukes and Devyani Prabhat, “Durkheim on Law and Morality: The Disintegration 
Thesis,” Journal of Classical Sociology 12, no. 3–4 (November 2012): 367–68, 
doi:10.1177/1468795X12453270. As Lukes and Prabhat note, for Durkheim morality is diffuse 
and sanctioning is done by everyone in a society. Law is distinct, however, in that its sanctions 
are administered in an organized fashion. 
 
 79. Courtney Bender and Jennifer Snow, “From Alleged Buddhists to Unreasonable Hindus: 
First Ammendment Jurisprudence after 1965,” in A Nation of Religions: The Politics of Pluralism 
in Multireligious America, ed. Stephen Prothero (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2006), 181–208. 
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American public life.80 In fact, this secularization was noted most by the 
Evangelical Protestants in this study. Troubled by the loss of their cultural 
symbols, they disagreed with the idea that a public square free of religious 
symbolism was “neutral.” Instead, such an arrangement privileged secularity over 
America’s religions, including their own. 
 Another picture of religious social position is derived simply from counting 
the relative numbers of adherents of each tradition in America. By definition, 
majority groups are central and minorities are marginal. This study, however, 
goes beyond this to illustrate one of the primary reasons that numbers matter. 
We have seen from the comments of Atheist parents that they experience life 
differently in different regions of the United States, with neighbors in the South 
(and possibly the Midwest) much more likely than those in New England to 
assume that everyone participates in organized religion. While the New England 
Christians of my study confirmed that in their region of the country it was no 
longer assumed that one attended church, and that it was common to find 
alternative events such as sporting contests and birthday parties scheduled on 
Sunday mornings, in the Bible Belt this “double-booking” would not have 
occurred as frequently. This social arrangement in the South (and Midwest) 
points not to the power of elites to legislate morality on the minorities in their 
midst, but the power of the many to structure society in their favor merely by 
                                                 
 80. For a description of the secularization of public life in different public realms, in some 
cases beginning as early as the 1870s, see the various chapters in Christian Smith, The Secular 
Revolution: Power, Interests, and Conflict in the Secularization of American Public Life (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003). 
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going about the business of daily life. By making the choice to attend church en 
masse, the majority made it impossible for other activities to achieve critical mass 
during that time. On the flip side, the fact that New England society no longer set 
aside Sunday mornings as a time when Christians could attend church without 
sacrificing other social opportunities indicates that Christians no longer enjoy the 
privilege that they once did.81 In fact, Christians were not the only group to feel 
the shift from majority to minority status. Both Muslims and Hindus had left 
behind countries in which the social structure supported their religious practices 
and immigrated to a land where the majority did not share their diets, worship 
patterns, or holiday celebrations (although it may have been easier to practice 
their religion in New England than in other parts of the country where there were 
even fewer Hindus and Muslims). What this means is that much of America has 
reached a degree of religious diversity that makes it impossible for any religious 
or secular community to pass on their practices unchallenged. 
 Also important to the social location of various religions are the 
perceptions of others, whether represented in national surveys or in the taunts of 
schoolmates. In terms of the surveys, if we were to put together a composite of 
the “feeling thermometer” scores from different studies rating the American 
public’s fondness towards the traditions in this study, we would find Liberal 
Protestants at the top, followed by Catholics, then Evangelical Protestants, then 
                                                 
 81. However, these New England Christians did still benefit from their holy day falling outside 
of the traditional work week—a privilege not enjoyed by the Muslims, who gather for communal 
prayer on Fridays. 
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Hindus, with Muslims and Atheists at the bottom.82 The positions in this public 
image hierarchy match the findings of my study, in which the Christians did not 
encounter high degrees of societal disapproval of their religion. Christians in 
many parts of America may be viewed as a bit odd for attending church regularly, 
or made fun of if they are too overt about their religiosity in public spaces, and 
certain groups (especially conservative Protestants) may be denigrated for their 
“exclusivity” and “intolerance,”83 but, by and large, Christians as a whole are not 
seen as “other” to the degree that those of other traditions are. And, relatively 
speaking, none of the Christian parents in my study spent much time thinking or 
talking about the need to improve their public image. 
 For “minority” traditions in America, however, things are different. Both 
Hindus and Muslims find the public’s views of their religion tainted by their racial 
and ethnic difference. More so than the Hindus, however, Muslims have to deal 
with the fact that the American public has seen a plethora of negative media 
stories associating their religion with violence (which leads to the taunts at 
                                                 
 82. Edgell, Gerteis, and Hartman, “Atheists as ‘Other’”; Pew Research Center, How 
Americans Feel About Religious Groups (Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, July 2014), 
http://www.pewforum.org/files/2014/07/Views-of-Religious-Groups-09-22-final.pdf; Robert D. 
Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us, 
paperback (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2012), 501–15, 564–65, 570, 576–78; Wuthnow, 
America and the Challenges of Religious Diversity, 215–20. Also see Yancey, “Who Has 
Religious Prejudice?” Interestingly, the Pew Research Center study shows a trend of younger 
people rating higher-scoring groups lower and lower-scoring groups more highly than do their 
elders. 
 
 83. As we have seen in this chapter, some of the negativity towards conservative (or even 
fundamentalist) Christians comes from other Christians. As George Yancey and David A. 
Williamson, So Many Christians, So Few Lions: Is There Christianophobia in the United States? 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2015) find, animosity towards Christians is directed 
primarily at Christians on the conservative end of the spectrum, and is produced largely by 
Americans with elevated education and income levels.  
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school). And the problem for Atheists is they are seen as morally suspect since 
they lack the religious faith that is said to provide the moral undergirding for the 
nation. However, we have also seen how members of these communities attempt 
to disassociate themselves from the stigma associated with these things, and 
how at least some Muslims and Atheists feel empowered to participate 
collectively in public relations efforts to sway public opinion in a more favorable 
direction. 
 While each of these measurement methods is distinct, and may yield 
somewhat different pictures of the relative social standing of the various 
traditions, most of them also find points of connection to the “church-sect” or 
“tension with society” framework. If your religious practices are convenient, 
people like you, the laws of the land support your lifestyle, public symbolism 
aligns with that of your own tradition, media depictions of you are favorable, 
people of your tradition are in power, and you generally feel at home in society, 
your religion qualifies as low-tension. In fact, the lowest tension case of all would 
be if, as a parent, you did not have to do much of anything and your child would 
still end up as a full-fledged, participating member of your religion. However, we 
have found the opposite to be true for almost all of the religious or secular 
traditions in this study. All of them experience significant points at which their 
identity diverges sharply from other values held by the wider society, making it 
impossible for parents to take for granted that their children will adopt their own 
tradition. Therefore, if we use religious identity itself (and not socio-economic 
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status, elite social roles, numbers, or public perception) as the central measure of 
social position, we find that in America there are no longer any “churches,” but 
rather only higher- or lower-tension “sects.”84
 
 84. Again, this varies by region, with Christianity occupying a more “churchly” quality within 
the Bible Belt than outside of it. However, across the greater number of regions in the United 
States, the statement holds true. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN - CONCLUSION 
Autonomy, Religion, and the Middle-Class Habitus 
 Almost all of the parents in this study reside in a middle- or upper-middle 
class world. And most of them participate in religious communities. Throughout 
the preceding chapters we have seen the influence of both of these things on 
parenting ideals and practices. In particular, we have examined four master 
values that parents hold as essential for their children to have a “good life.” 
Parents want their children to be physically healthy and secure. They want them 
to be happy, both as children and throughout their lives. They want them to be 
virtuous. And they want them to be grounded by possessing ethnic, religious, and 
other identities. 
 We will see even more clearly the nature of the moral work parents are 
doing when we turn our attention to the fifth and final core value—autonomy—
that has woven its way in and out of our discussions of the other four values. As 
noted in the introduction, it is this parental value for children that has attracted 
the greatest attention of researchers over the last half century or so. Specifically, 
scholars have been interested in its relation to obedience, and the question of 
which of these two values parents esteem more highly in their children. Duane 
Alwin, for example, has compared the famous studies of Muncie, Indiana by 
Robert and Helen Lynd and Theodore Caplow and associates, and found 
significant growth occurring from 1924 to 1978 in the emphasis placed on 
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qualities associated with children’s autonomy.1 Moreover, Melvin Kohn showed 
in the 1950s that a divide existed along social class lines, with middle-class 
parents favoring autonomy and working-class parents preferring obedience.2 
Subsequent research also noted that education and occupational requiremen
were key factors linking social class with degrees of conformity.
ts 
ws 
f a divide 
                                                
3 If we turn the 
analysis to religion, we find that a number of scholars beginning with Gerhard 
Lenski have analyzed the role that religion plays in the prioritization of these two 
values. While Lenski noted in 1958 that Detroit-area Protestants favored 
autonomy more than their Catholic counterparts, by the early 1990s their vie
had converged.4 However, scholars also began to note the existence o
within Protestantism, as conservatives and fundamentalists seemed to value 
obedience more highly than did non-conservatives and non-fundamentalists.5 
 
 1. Duane F. Alwin, “From Obedience to Autonomy: Changes in Traits Desired in Children, 
1924-1978,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 52 (1988): 33–52; Theodore Caplow et al., Middletown 
Families: Fifty Years of Change and Continuity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1982); Robert Staughton Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletown, a Study in Contemporary 
American Culture (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1929). 
 
 2. Melvin L. Kohn, “Social Class and Parental Values,” The American Journal of Sociology 64 
(1959): 337–51. 
 
 3. Melvin L. Kohn and Carmi Schooler, “Class, Occupation, and Orientation,” American 
Sociological Review 34, no. 5 (October 1969): 659–78, doi:10.2307/2092303. 
 
 4. Duane F. Alwin, “Religion and Parental Child-Rearing Orientations: Evidence of a Catholic-
Protestant Convergence,” American Journal of Sociology 92, no. 2 (September 1986): 412–40; 
Duane F. Alwin, “Parental Socialization in Historical Perspective,” in The Parental Experience in 
Midlife, ed. Carol D. Ryff and Marsha Mailick Seltzer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1996), 105–68; Gerhard Lenski, The Religious Factor: A Sociological Study of Religion’s Impact 
on Politics, Economics, and Family Life (New York: Doubleday, 1961). 
 
 5. Alwin, “Religion and Parental Child-Rearing Orientations”; Christopher G. Ellison and 
Darren E. Sherkat, “Obedience and Autonomy: Religion and Parental Values Reconsidered,” 
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 32 (1993): 313–29. 
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Today most research finds religious communities located along a continuum,
Jews, Liberal Protestants, and Catholics toward the autonomy end of the 
spectrum and Black Protestants and Evangelical Protestants toward the 
obedience end.
 with 
e for conformity. 
                                                
6 Overall, these quantitative studies chart a growing preference 
for autonomy set against a decline in desir
 The middle-class parents in this study are no exception. They inhabit and 
enact a particular habitus within which autonomy plays an important part. As 
Pierre Bourdieu has theorized, society shapes people by providing them with a 
set of assumed expectations, cultural tools, and a way of moving in the world that 
is unconsciously shaped by and fitted for their position in the world, especially 
their class position.7 While Bourdieu does not identify specific agents responsible 
for the shaping of individuals, we have seen in this study that they can include, 
among other things, various forms of media, schools, classmates, 
neighborhoods, churches, and, of course, parents themselves. 
 As parents go about the task of raising their children in America, they do 
so in some long (and not so long) historical shadows. These include the 
Protestant Reformation’s esteeming of the individual conscience over the 
dictates of the Catholic Magisterium, the Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason 
and challenge of authority, American patriots’ liberation from the oppression of 
 
 6. Brian Starks and Robert V. Robinson, “Who Values the Obedient Child Now? The 
Religious Factor in Adult Values for Children, 1986-2002,” Social Forces 84 (2005): 343–59; 
Brian Starks and Robert V. Robinson, “Moral Cosmology, Religion, and Adult Values for 
Children,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 46 (2007): 17–35. 
 
 7. For a clear explanation of Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, see David Swartz, Culture and 
Power: The Sociology of Pierre Bourdieu (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 95–116. 
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the Old World, a “rugged individualist” frontier ideal, the civil rights and gender 
equality movements, and the youth culture of the 1960s and 1970s—all of which 
have contributed to the individualistic bent of American culture.8 With these 
things in the background, it is easy to see how scholars would find it important to 
measure the value of autonomy and how parents would see it as a goal. 
 It was within a sample of middle-class Americans that Robert Bellah and 
associates noted the ascendance of individualism in the moral discourse of the 
culture. I find echoes among parents in this study. For them, autonomy is a 
master value, whereas conformity to authority is not. These parents have a 
sense that self-determination is a good in its own right. Obedience, however, is 
not of value in and of itself, but only an instrumental means for achieving other, 
more deeply held values.9 Thus, parents rarely speak of wanting their children to 
respect authority merely for the sake of respecting authority. There is little 
insistence that children respect parental authority in order to learn respect for 
governmental authority, respect for religious institutions,10 or even respect for 
                                                 
 8. The inclusion of the civil rights, gender equality, and youth culture movements on this list 
are owed to Wuthnow, American Mythos, 47. 
 
 9. Dill, Culture of American Families: Interview Report argues that even when parents talk 
about autonomy, what they really want is obedience. While Dill is correct that parents often want 
to limit instead of expand autonomy, I would argue that autonomy is still a primary value of 
parents, particularly when it comes to behaviors and temperaments that will serve them well in 
the world of middle- and upper-middle class labor. Moreover, Dill does not call sufficient attention 
(in my opinion) to the fact that it is not obedience per se that is desired nor to the specific master 
values for which parents are willing to constrain that autonomy (except for security, which he 
describes in good detail). 
 
 10. In the sociology of religion, scholars have charted the decline of religious authority, with 
some arguing that this is a better indicator of secularization than decline in religion itself. Mark 
Chaves, “Secularization as Declining Religious Authority,” Social Forces 72 (1994): 749–74; John 
P. Hoffmann, “Declining Religious Authority? Confidence in the Leaders of Religious 
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divine authority.11 When they do encourage conformity or obedience, it is for 
some other reason—such as telling children to get some exercise to promote 
their physical health or to do their homework in order to boost their chances of a 
more prosperous life in the future. 
 Although autonomy is desirable enough for parents that it constitutes a 
master value, we will soon see that it is not an unquestioned good. In previous 
chapters, we have seen occasions in which certain values can facilitate the 
realization of other values; yet more frequently we have seen how values conflict 
in practice, meaning that parents are forced to choose among things they deem 
to be important. These conflicts can occur in many different combinations, 
although they occur most frequently between other master values and the value 
of autonomy. Any time that children want to do something other than what their 
parents desire, they force a choice for or against autonomy. 
 Of course, parents know that their children have agency whether they 
encourage them to exercise it or not. As existentialist philosophers argue, we 
always have the freedom to choose, even when negative consequences may 
result.12 Indeed, an Evangelical Protestant mother in this study even rooted this 
                                                                                                                                                 
Organizations, 1973–2010,” Review of Religious Research 55, no. 1 (March 2013): 1–25, 
doi:10.1007/s13644-012-0090-1. 
 
 11. Of all the groups in this study, the Muslims that were most concerned with divine authority 
as encoded in sacred texts and religious law, although we have seen in earlier chapters that 
some of them found it more important to display a general goodness than to follow the letter of 
the law. 
 
 12. Jean Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology (New 
York: Washington Square Press, 1992). 
 
 
 419
ability to self-direct in God’s design for the world. God had given her children free 
will to choose their paths in life, whether for the good or for the bad. Thus, during 
their time under their parents’ roof, children can very well resist (successfully or 
otherwise) any designs their parents may have for them. 
 The extent to which parents insist on compliance, however, largely 
depends on how much the other values in question matter to them. Just as 
people find it easier to be accepting of social difference when those differences 
exist in areas of life that seem less important, the same seems to hold true for 
the value of autonomy. All parents have certain things that they care deeply 
about, and they care about some things more than they do about others. Or, to 
use Charles Taylor’s term again, they all have hypergoods. Therefore, although 
scholars may find that liberal Protestants place a relatively high value on 
autonomy,13 we have identified many dimensions of life in which the Liberal 
Protestants in this study also held other deeply-held values for their children and 
tried very hard to help them make the “right” choices.14 
 If we examine the different means of value transmission that we have 
seen throughout this study, we see how parents tried to shape or control their 
                                                 
 13. Starks and Robinson, “Who Values the Obedient Child Now? The Religious Factor in 
Adult Values for Children, 1986-2002.” 
 
 14. Although none of the parents in this study identified it by name or described it, of interest 
to the larger discussion here is a parenting philosophy that attempts to bring both children’s 
desire for autonomy and parental authority together. This “Love and Logic” approach emphasizes 
giving children many choices (so they feel empowered), but doing so only within parameters that 
parents deem appropriate. Thus, children can choose to wear their jacket or to carry it with them 
upon leaving the house, but leaving it behind is not an option. Foster Cline and Jim Fay, 
Parenting with Love and Logic: Teaching Children Responsibility, Updated and expanded 
(Colorado Springs, CO: Piñon Press, 2006). 
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children’s decisions. If parents talked to their children about values or modeled 
particular behaviors to them, they left their children’s autonomy more-or-less 
intact, but still managed to portray some forms of life as worthy of emulation (and 
to imply that a life that neglected those values would be less of a “good life”). If 
they intentionally shaped their children’s environment, it affected what children 
experienced as “normal” and often shifted the range of choices available to them. 
And if parents used more coercive means, they more overtly (and sometimes 
forcibly) required their children to engage in certain forms of behavior instead of 
others. 
 At an abstract level, then, the quantitative studies are no doubt correct that 
most middle-class American parents esteem autonomy more than obedience or 
conformity. Unfortunately, these studies do not teach us much about the times or 
places when these parents either desire autonomy (for its own sake) or desire 
conformity (for the sake of other deeply held values). In some cases, parents 
may actually desire autonomy in one social domain and obedience in another. 
For example, sociologist Markella Rutherford has documented through magazine 
content analysis that, over the last century, increased autonomy for middle-class 
children in private self-expressive activities (including diet, dress and 
appearance, toilet training, and disagreeing with parental instructions) has been 
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accompanied by restricted freedom of movement in public spaces and delayed 
provision of meaningful responsibilities.15 
 I too have identified myriad domains in which parents must choose 
whether to encourage or to override their children’s autonomy. In the arena of 
health and safety alone, parents in this study have to deal with the supervision of 
play, potentially hazardous recreational activities, dating and sexual behavior, 
dietary practices, physical exercise, electronic media consumption, operation of 
automobiles, use of mood-altering substances, physical interaction with siblings, 
and a variety of self-care activities as mundane as brushing and flossing teeth, 
bathing, and sleeping. To a certain extent, these domains related to health and 
safety are concerns for parents from all social classes and religious communities. 
Yet we have also seen that within a middle-class milieu, parents more frequently 
take their children along with them to the gym, involve them in extracurricular 
athletic activities, feel obligated to feed them healthy foods, and heavily 
supervise their play.16 And we have seen that in the area of diet, as well as in 
                                                 
 15. Rutherford, “Children’s Autonomy and Responsibility”; Rutherford, Adult Supervision 
Required. In her journal article, Rutherford designates dress and appearance as a private activity, 
although as a form of self-presentation it appears to be very much a public one as well. Also, 
while she includes the delay in meaningful activity as a restriction of autonomy, it relates to 
autonomy only in the development of the capacities necessary for independence, and not 
necessarily in the exercise of choice, since the child can be assigned such responsibilities instead 
of choosing them. 
 
 16. Much of the differential in socio-economic participation in health-related activities can be 
attributed simply to the greater amount of resources the middle class has to pursue such 
opportunities. For example, on diet and social inequality, see Adam Drewnowski, “Obesity, Diets, 
and Social Inequalities,” Nutrition Reviews 67 (2009): S36–39, doi:10.1111/j.1753-
4887.2009.00157.x. 
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that of dating and sexuality, particular religious traditions can have significant 
effects on these parents’ desires and expectations for their children’s behavior. 
 In attempting to ensure their children’s present and future happiness, a 
number of other areas arise in which parents are forced to choose between 
autonomy and obedience. These include things such as studying and homework, 
participation in family activities, household chores, socially appropriate forms of 
speech, experiences of the natural world, bonding or bridging relationships, 
cultural appreciation activities, church attendance, and a middle-class package of 
college, career, marriage, and children of their own. Again, these are not 
exclusive to the middle- or upper-middle classes, but the middle-class habitus 
nevertheless shapes parental goals and practices in particular ways. For one, 
middle- and upper-middle class parents have financial resources that they 
employ both to cordon off childhood as a time of carefree innocence and to 
prepare their children for life in a competitive labor market. For another, middle-
class ways of life—which include emphasis on formal education, interaction with 
various sets of people during organized activities, and constant reasoning with 
children in the home—prepare them for jobs that require independent thought 
and nuanced judgment.17 
 When parents engage in the concerted cultivation of their children, they 
allow their children a relatively wide range of choice in areas of extracurricular 
                                                 
 17. Kohn and Schooler, “Class, Occupation, and Orientation”; Lareau, Unequal Childhoods, 
2003, 60–63. 
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interest, yet most do not let them opt out altogether. Furthermore, when parents 
look to the future, they want their children to choose their own career paths; yet 
when pressed to elaborate, it becomes evident that they prefer that they choose 
jobs that are beneficial to society and pay a wage that makes a middle-class 
lifestyle possible. And Evangelical Protestants, in particular, add on the desire 
that their children see their occupation as a calling that not only provides self-
fulfillment, but serves God in some way. 
 These Evangelicals notwithstanding, one of the key findings of this study 
is that religion in general, and religions in particular, are largely absent from 
these middle- and upper-middle class parents’ discourse about health and 
happiness. There is no talk of a prosperity gospel,18 or even much talk about 
God desiring human flourishing in general.19 Certainly, following religion’s m
precepts (and abstaining from vice, in particular) can lead to a healthier and 
happier life.
oral 
                                                
20 Sharing religion in common with family and others can provide a 
 
 18. This is not surprising, given the socio-economic levels of these parents. On this, see 
Bradley A. Koch, “The Prosperity Gospel and Economic Prosperity: Race, Class, Giving, and 
Voting” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Indiana University, 2009), 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/304899434; Scott Schieman and Jong Hyun Jung, “‘Practical 
Divine Influence’: Socioeconomic Status and Belief in the Prosperity Gospel,” Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion 51, no. 4 (2012): 738–56, doi:10.1111/j.1468-5906.2012.01682.x. 
 
 19. This topic of God’s desire for human flourishing has become prominent in recent years in 
some Christian circles. For example, see Helen Cameron, John Reader, and Victoria Slater, 
Theological Reflection for Human Flourishing: Pastoral Practice and Public Theology (London: 
SCM Press, 2012); Andy Crouch, Playing God: Redeeming the Gift of Power (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2013); Mike Higton, Jeremy Law, and Christopher Rowland, Theology and 
Human Flourishing: Essays in Honor of Timothy J. Gorringe (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 
2011); Paul D. Spears and Steven R. Loomis, Education for Human Flourishing: A Christian 
Perspective (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2009). 
 
 20. As a reminder, we saw this primarily in Hindu and Muslim concerns with diet and Hindu, 
Muslim, and Evangelical Protestant concerns with teenage dating and sexual expression. 
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strong sense of belonging. Appreciation of the natural world may be greater if 
seen through the lens of spirituality. And if God has indeed created a good world, 
and desires relationship with people, then happiness can follow from enjoying the 
gifts of that relationship, both in this world and in the afterlife. 
 However, for many parents, their financial standing allows them to 
experience a good deal of the world’s comfort and delights without bringing God 
into the picture. When life’s stresses mount, or circumstances occasionally 
become dire and make life unmanageable, then parents are very grateful that 
their children have a “higher power” to whom they can turn. On the whole, 
though, when it comes to relating their religion to their middle-class status, 
parents rarely use religion to achieve or to explain that status. Given that stories 
of meritocracy provide everything Americans need to justify their position in the 
socio-economic hierarchy, there is little need to bring religion into play. 
 When we turn to values of social concern and groundedness in identity, 
however, religion assumes a much greater role in the discourse and practices of 
middle-class parents. Although we have seen the many ways in which the 
middle-class habitus has shaped parental ideals and practices, that habitus is not 
these parents’ only source of moral vision or parenting tools. As members of 
communities whose traditions stretch back for millennia across societies 
composed of widely varying social structures, these communities provided 
parents with an alternative set of expectations and resources to employ in the 
raising of their children. While religious traditions are multivalent, and can be 
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molded to fit the ways of life of the particular societies they inhabit, they never 
entirely lose the capacity to stand apart from those societies. Thus, we have 
seen disjuncture between the American middle-class mainstream and things 
such as Hindu and Muslim dietary practices, Muslim prayer regimens, traditional 
sexual mores (including modesty, dating, and intercourse), and Jesus’ radical 
social ethic of loving friends, neighbors, and enemies and even sacrificing one’s 
life for the good of others. 
 This ethic of Jesus, and the Golden Rule more generally, play a central 
role in how religious (and non-religious) people think their children should 
behave. As we have seen, all traditions in this study affirmed it, although each 
shaped it to fit their own theologies and social realities. Among the Christian 
groups, the Liberal Protestants stressed both active service and tolerance of 
others. The Evangelical Protestants emphasized active service of others, and 
more than any other tradition saw themselves as agents empowered to do God’s 
work in the world. While they were not highly active in evangelism, they did frame 
it in terms of concern for the well-being of others’ eternal souls. However, 
compared to the Liberal Protestants, the Evangelicals did not emphasize 
toleration of homosexual relationships or appreciation for other religions. Like 
these two strains of Protestants, Catholic parents also wanted their children to be 
involved in community service and believed that the Church was instrumental in 
teaching their children to be good to others. At the same time, however, a sizable 
number of Catholic parents saw the Church’s own goodness as compromised by 
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the official stances it takes on gender issues and by the abuse scandals of recent 
decades. 
 Among the non-Christian groups, Hindus drew upon a number of 
theological resources to encourage their children to be good to others. As people 
trying to bridge two socio-cultural worlds, they sought to inculcate within their 
children both the respect and concern found in India for family (particularly 
elders) and close friends and the American concern for strangers and society as 
a whole. While these Hindu parents approved of and even participated in the 
service activities of Hindu organizations in the United States and India, some 
parents saw these organizations as tainted by (what they saw as) the superiority 
complex and violence of Hindu nationalism. Muslims found motivation to perform 
acts of goodness in the norms of their community, the suffering of their fellow 
American citizens, notions of divine judgment, and the need to prove to the wider 
American public that (contrary to media reports and the actions of religious 
radicals) they were good people after all. Atheists, too were concerned with 
public opinion. Although most often their expressions of goodness aligned with 
the Silver Rule principle of “doing no harm,” their communities have begun to 
strategize how to engage in more active forms of community service in order to 
let their fellow Americans know that they are not morally suspect and that their 
presence does not comprise a threat to the moral fabric of the nation.  
 If we leave religion for a moment and focus on acts of goodness 
themselves, we find iterations of the Golden Rule that align very well with the 
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middle-class ethic that Bellah associates with values of personal comfort, 
security, and self-fulfillment. In such a milieux, proper inter-personal manners 
and etiquette ensure smooth and pleasant social interaction, productive labor 
benefits society, minding one’s own business and tolerating difference avoids 
strife, and following procedural rules and laws ensures that the social contract 
remains in place.21 Middle-class parents desire all of these forms of ordinary 
goodness, and are not pleased if their children exercise their autonomy to 
become rude, free-riding, bigoted lawbreakers. 
 However, we have also seen that middle-class parents sometimes believe 
that their religious traditions call them to more supererogatory forms of goodness. 
As we have seen, for most parents this does not mean religious proselytizing or 
political activism. However, following the Golden Rule can still entail sacrifices of 
time, energy, money, or other values upon which these resources could be 
spent. Although not all (or even most) forms of other-centeredness are extremely 
costly, many religious parents do see it as important that their children serve 
others in need—in less-advantaged geographical areas, in their own 
neighborhood, or with their extended or immediate families. In some cases 
parents override the autonomy of children by forcing them to help in these 
settings; in other cases, they are pleased when children take the initiative to 
                                                 
 21. Foundational works on Enlightenment social contract theory are Thomas Hobbes, 
Leviathan (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1968); John Locke, Second Treatise of Government 
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1980); Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract: Or, Principles of 
Political Right, Annotated ed, Annotated Classics in the History of Ideas (New York: New 
American Library, 1974). 
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serve others, because that means that virtuous behavior is becoming internalized 
as a part of their children’s character.  
 As parents seek to inculcate this value of caring for others, though, they 
often find the middle-class society in which they live to be a hindrance. Even as 
their embrace of middle-class values of security and education leads them to live 
with other middle- and upper-middle class people, a number of parents 
simultaneously express discomfort with what they consider the acquisitive, 
entitled, and self-centered mentalities bred in such locales. Although 
philanthropists may reside in their neighborhoods, they more frequently describe 
a pressure to pursue status through the consumption and display of material 
goods. And if calls to focus on the self and to consume in order to keep the 
economy growing have intensified in recent years, even less sacrificial forms of 
other-centeredness may be more countercultural than in decades past. 
 A capitalist economy, Adam Smith contended, is sustainable because 
people are naturally endowed with a proclivity for goodness. Yet this propensity 
still needs to be cultivated. The question for today’s society, however, is whether 
it needs religion in order to do that. America’s Atheists argue that it does not, yet 
many parents still feel the tug to attend religious services, and find it even more 
important when they have children.22 However, in New England and other parts 
                                                 
 22. On parents returning to religious institutions after having children, see Ross M. 
Stolzenberg, Mary Blair-Loy, and Linda J. Waite, “Religious Participation in Early Adulthood: Age 
and Family Life Cycle Effects on Church Membership,” American Sociological Review 60 (1995): 
84–103; John Wilson and Darren E. Sherkat, “Returning to the Fold,” Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion 33 (1994): 148–61. Schleifer and Chaves, “Family Formation and Religious 
Service Attendance Untangling Marital and Parental Effects” argue that it is children reaching 
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of the country (especially outside of the Bible Belt), notions of religion as the 
source and provider of morality are more attenuated than they used to be, with 
growing numbers of people deciding to forego the religious socialization provided 
by organized religion. In these regions of the country, regular church attendance 
is no longer an unquestioned part of the middle-class habitus.23 
 Parents who strongly desire that their children have a religious identity, 
though, often see participation in religious organizations as essential. Liberal 
Protestants locate goodness at or near the heart of their religious identity, and 
see the ethical norms of their religious heritage best inculcated in community with 
others. Many Muslims do the same, whether that goodness is a matter of 
following the dictates of religious law or a more generalized caring, free of 
particular ritual injunctions. Hindus view religious identity somewhat differently—
as part of a broader Indian identity that is carried largely by social practices that 
                                                                                                                                                 
school age, and not having children per se, that is associated with higher regular religious service 
attendance. 
 
 23. For a look at the ways that religion in America varies by geographical region, see the 
following series of books co-edited by Mark Silk: Randall Herbert Balmer and Mark Silk, eds., 
Religion and Public Life in the Middle Atlantic Region: The Fount of Diversity, Religion by Region 
7 (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2006); Philip L. Barlow and Mark Silk, eds., Religion and 
Public Life in the Midwest: America’s Common Denominator?, Religion by Region 4 (Walnut 
Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2004); Patricia O’Connell Killen and Mark Silk, eds., Religion and 
Public Life in the Pacific Northwest: The None Zone, Religion by Region 1 (Walnut Creek, CA: 
AltaMira Press, 2004); William D. Lindsey and Mark Silk, eds., Religion and Public Life in the 
Southern Crossroads: Showdown States, Religion by Region 5 (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira 
Press, 2005); Wade Clark Roof and Mark Silk, eds., Religion and Public Life in the Pacific 
Region: Fluid Identities, Religion by Region 8 (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2005); Jan Shipps 
and Mark Silk, eds., Religion and Public Life in the Mountain West: Sacred Landscapes in 
Transition, Religion by Region 2 (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2004); Andrew Walsh and 
Mark Silk, eds., Religion and Public Life in New England: Steady Habits, Changing Slowly, 
Religion by Region 3 (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2004); Charles Reagan Wilson and 
Mark Silk, eds., Religion and Public Life in the South: In the Evangelical Mode, Religion by 
Region 6 (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2005). 
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do not align with the mainstream American culture. Evangelical Protestants see 
identity as something established through a “relationship with God” and 
transmitted by believing in a particularistic story—a story that nowadays is only 
one of many stories told in the pluralistic American milieu.  
 With Catholics in New England constituting a numerical majority, Catholic 
parents appear slightly less concerned than some other groups about the 
transmission of identity to their children. Many do notice that some of their fellow 
Catholic parents seem to desire an identity rather narrowly based on reception of 
the sacraments and not on sustained participation in the community. With their 
numbers in the region plummeting in recent years, the Church leadership has 
begun to realize that they can not take religious identity transmission for granted, 
and they are stressing forms of religious education that encourage people to 
consciously choose the faith for themselves. In the 1940s and 1950s, middle-
class parents may have attended church because religion was “in” and everyone 
else everyone else was doing it,24 but in the current climate parents of all 
religious traditions participate in their religious communities because they need to 
do so in order to inculcate a faith that is not carried by the wider middle-class 
society. 
 While the majority of parents from all of the religious groups in my study 
want their children to adopt a particular religious identity, they also want it to be 
                                                 
 24. This notion that religion was “in” during the 1940s and 1950s is drawn from Hollinger, 
After Cloven Tongues of Fire, 71. Hollinger notes that during this time, despite pluralism, religion 
still “mostly meant liberal Protestantism and the other varieties of faith easily translated into its 
terms.” 
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something they choose themselves, whether following a post-high school period 
of identity definition (as the Liberal Protestants expect), or at any other point in 
time (as the rest of the traditions anticipate).25 Parents consciously or 
unconsciously sense that in a world of growing religious diversity and 
secularization, religious identity is more of an achieved status than it used to be. 
But they also have a vision of self and community that informs their sense of 
what they want for their children. Rather than blind, unthinking conformity to the 
group, they prefer that their children remain autonomous beings who 
enthusiastically embrace the ways of the group if that group is worthy of their 
allegiance. To a certain extent, they want their children to have what Robert 
Wuthnow calls “strong” and “embedded selves”—people who maintain a firm 
sense of individuality while still taking seriously the moral expectations of the 
communities of which they are a part.26 As Wuthnow argues, 
[T]he solution to narcissism, expressive individualism, and the death of 
character . . . [is not] simply to minimize the importance of the individual 
relative to the group. . . . When that happens, individual identity is lost. 
The person becomes weak, not strong. What is needed is interaction with 
the group, not identification with it. Interaction implies give-and-take. In the 
process, individuals learn the group’s values, but they also learn to 
disagree with the group. For its part, the group does not just expect 
conformity. It respects and empowers the individual.27 
 
                                                 
 25. As we saw in Chapter Six, this applies to Atheist communities in America, too, as parents 
wanted their children to exercise autonomy and critical thought, whether they ended up as 
Atheists or not (although they assumed that they probably would end up denying the existence of 
God and the supernatural if they exercised their critical thinking fully). 
 
 26. Wuthnow, American Mythos, 38–78. 
 
 27. Ibid., 52–53. 
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Unlike Wuthnow, some parents do want their children to identify, and not just 
interact, with particular communities or traditions, mostly because parents 
themselves have become convinced of their goodness. Yet others realize that 
communities can sometimes be sources of social ill as well as goodness, making 
unquestioned allegiance problematic.28 Thus we find some parents who prefer 
that their children not become “too religious” for fear that that they will turn 
intolerant, arrogant, exclusive, or violent. Still others may want their children to be 
“fully” religious, yet prefer that their chosen religion be tolerant, multiculturally 
sensitive, and follow middle-class norms of conflict avoidance and civility.29 In 
sum, parents do not usually want their children to choose just any religious 
identity, but rather to develop the capacity and the desire to choose that which is 
good, and to reject that which is not. 
Research Correctives and Moral Languages in America 
 Throughout this study, we have seen that parents want their children to be 
critical thinkers, to express themselves, and to develop their independent 
                                                 
 28. Ibid., 57. 
 
 29. This difference in parental perspective actually points to a larger debate regarding the 
inherent goodness or badness of religion. New Atheists commonly argue that religion is inherently 
violent or socially divisive. Other scholars, such as Christian Smith, argue that religions are 
multivalent, and contain resources that can be used for good or for ill. And still other scholars, 
such as Miroslav Volf, argue that a “vague” or “thin” religiosity is actually more violent because it 
can be co-opted by other interests, whereas a “thick,” committed practice is more likely to create 
and sustain a culture of peace. Dawkins, The God Delusion, 237–308; Hitchens, God Is Not 
Great; Smith, Moral, Believing Animals, 92–93; Christian Smith, The Bible Made Impossible: Why 
Biblicism Is Not a Truly Evangelical Reading of Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 
2011), 43–54; Miroslav Volf, “Christianity and Violence,” in War in the Bible and Terrorism in the 
Twenty-First Century, ed. Richard S. Hess and Elmer A. Martens, Bulletin for Biblical Research 
Supplements 2 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 1–18. 
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capacities in ways that suit their temperaments, abilities, and interests. In many 
cases, autonomy itself is a hypergood. Yet we have also seen that parents do not 
necessarily want full-fledged autonomy for their children. In some cases, children 
are just too young to assume full responsibility for the direction of the own lives. 
Without sufficient life experience, they can easily bring harm to themselves. Yet 
even as they grow in their capacities, and moral values other than health and 
security take on a larger role, parents still continue to make decisions for what 
they see as their children’s own good. 
 In fact, this study’s exploration of the relationship between autonomy and 
other core values provides some necessary correctives to current scholarship in 
the sociology of religion. For one, it shows the need to move the discussion of 
parental values beyond the question of autonomy and obedience that has 
dominated much of the research over the last half century. As this study shows, 
research focus should include, at a minimum, the values of health and security, 
subjective well-being (in childhood and adulthood), virtue, and groundedness in 
identity. However, to explore these (and other) values using the traditional 
measurement surveys that ask people to rate or rank a series of values will 
continue to obscure our understanding of the ways in which values really 
operate, since these tools miss the contextual nature of values. 30 
                                                 
 30. A recent example of this is Bowman, Culture of American Families: A National Survey. 
Although admirable for its inclusion of a wide range of parental values, the rating method it uses 
is unable to provide contextualization. To be fair, though, the overall Culture of American Families 
project does also include an interview component that contextualizes one of the master values 
identified in this study. 
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 In many contexts, we see that autonomy and other values frequently 
conflict in daily life. Thus, the challenge to researchers who want a more 
nuanced picture of the relationship between values is to formulate measurement 
instruments that look specifically at the situations in which conflict might occur. 
This means asking questions such as: If your daughter came to you and wanted 
to play in the front yard unsupervised, how likely would you be to let her do so? If 
your son said that he wanted to become an Atheist, would you encourage or 
discourage that? If your daughter expressed the desire to pursue her dream of 
becoming an artist as a career, would you be happy, indifferent, or upset? If your 
son decided not to attend college, would you support his decision? Although 
researchers already ask questions similar to these on occasion,31 they could 
stand to be more systematic in foregrounding the autonomy of children, and 
asking parents to choose between it and other potentially competing goods. And 
if they include the variable of religious tradition in their analysis, this could 
provide a useful comparison to the religious similarities and differences that I 
have found in this study (and possibly identify some more as well). 
 Furthermore, in this study we have seen that values interrelate not only in 
the ways that they conflict, but also in the way that parents often desire them in 
tandem (or in even larger clusters). For example, we have seen this in middle-
class parents’ desire for their children to find careers as adults that not only are 
                                                 
 31. For example, see Wuthnow, America and the Challenges of Religious Diversity, 219.  In 
this case, Wuthnow asks the question “Suppose you had a child who wanted to marry a Muslim 
who had a good education and came from a good family. Would you: object strongly, object 
somewhat, object a little, not object at all?” 
 
 
 435
self-chosen and self-fulfilling, but also pay a good wage and benefit (or at least 
do no harm to) society. And we have seen it in the relationship between 
autonomy and obedience. Although studies that juxtapose these two values 
might lead the casual observer to think that parents only want one or the other, it 
is evident that parents often want both. While they value autonomy and free 
choice, parents also maintain some level of authority to determine the course of 
their children’s lives. As Annette Lareau finds, even if middle-class parents do 
frequently attempt to reason with their children, they also issue directives.32 
Parents may support their children’s autonomy by allowing their children to 
choose which style of jacket to purchase or wear, but they also want obedience 
when telling them (for the fifteenth time!) to remove said jacket from the living 
room floor.33 
 If we conceive of autonomy as containing two dimensions, certain things 
about parents’ understandings of autonomy become clear. Until now, we have 
mostly focused on autonomy in terms of agency and the ability to self-direct. 
Here we see the second dimension as well—namely, relatedness. Thus, in the 
psychological literature, one finds autonomy contrasted not only with obedience 
                                                 
 32. However, Lareau, Unequal Childhoods, 2003, 31, 118, also notes that middle-class 
parents often append explanations to the mandates they give. 
 
 33. Regarding the quantitative studies, Alwin, “Parental Socialization in Historical 
Perspective,” 111, does note that the rise in parental desire for children’s autonomy does not 
necessarily mean a decline in the desire for obedience, since many studies measure the two 
values independently. Thus, respondents could conceivably rate both autonomy and obedience 
highly—although, again, this tells us nothing about when they desire one value or the other. 
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or conformity, but also with collectivism (in which the term autonomy becomes 
interchangeable with “separateness”).34  
 What we see is that autonomy operates differently along these two 
dimensions. We have seen that parents want their children to self-direct, but will 
in certain situations insist on obedience in cases when the realization of other 
important values are at stake. However, there is an imbalance between 
autonomy and obedience, since parents do not often want their children to 
conform to external authority merely for authority’s sake. On the dimension of 
relatedness, however, parents value both separateness and collectivism in fairly 
equal measure. In fact, having one without the other is serious problem. We can 
see this in the comments of a Liberal Protestant mother who was finding it very 
difficult to see her college-bound daughters leave home. Having spent significant 
amounts of quality time with them in the past, she said that that letting go was 
only manageable for her because her parish had taught her to see herself as a 
“steward” of her children and had provided a community to support her. 
Reflecting on the difficulties of being a steward, she said 
I’ve had to take [on the role of steward]; it’s not what I have wanted. What 
I have wanted is . . . for us to be together always, until the day I die. They 
live next door . . . and I . . . kind of “own” them, in a way. They are my kids, 
                                                 
 34. For examples, see Cigdem Kagitcibasi, “The Autonomous-Relational Self: A New 
Synthesis,” European Psychologist 1, no. 3 (1996): 180–86, doi:10.1027/1016-9040.1.3.180; 
Cigdem Kagitcibasi, “Autonomy and Relatedness in Cultural Context Implications for Self and 
Family,” Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 36, no. 4 (July 2005): 403–22, 
doi:10.1177/0022022105275959; Catherine S. Tamis-LeMonda et al., “Parents’ Goals for 
Children: The Dynamic Coexistence of Individualism and Collectivism in Cultures and 
Individuals,” Social Development 17, no. 1 (2008): 183–209, doi:10.1111/j.1467-
9507.2007.00419.x. 
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and I have more to say about their lives and keep them close and 
influence things much more directly—which I realized that was a fallacy, 
and not something I want to encumber my kids with. But I don’t like being 
a steward because I do see it as holding on to them lightly. (sigh) I hate it, 
actually. . . . (whispered) I just hate . . . that it’s our job to just guide them 
and let them go. And . . . you can’t own [them]. . . . There are no slaves 
anymore. (chuckle) 
 And I think [that’s] why it’s so hard as a parent. That rope . . . slowly 
but surely gets longer and longer but it’s still tied to them, [and] never quite 
goes away because you are always connected to them, but there will be a 
time when whatever was tied to them (pause)—it was first an umbilical 
cord, and then it becomes more and more metaphorical. They may 
actually still love you, [but they] unhook it and put it on the ground. So that 
that is faith. (whispered) That is faith. Because you have to believe that 
through all you’ve been through and through your connection with them, 
that you are still together, but it’s in a different way. And then through 
death it’s in a different way once again. . . . It is an act of faith in them to 
let them go. And an act of faith in yourself, I think, because it takes such 
courage to do so. But we don’t own them, and they are a gift. 
 
As this mother stated, she did not ultimately want to encumber her children by 
controlling them, but neither did she want them to be islands to themselves. 
Parents did not think it best if their children returned to live with them as adults; 
however, it would be equally tragic (if not more so) if they were to cut off relations 
with the family altogether. In other words, these parents conceived of a good life 
as one characterized by both separateness and connectedness. 
 In fact, if we look back at the dimension of autonomy as directedness, we 
see how it actually crosses with the dimension of relatedness. Parents such as 
those in this study do not necessarily want their children’s agency to be 
constrained by external authorities (as some Indian parents said would have 
been the ideal back in India), but rather by relationships of consideration and 
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concern—of connection with family, friends, and society.35 Thus, children are to 
refrain from following some of their impulses—not because parents “say so,” but 
because they have responsibilities to their fellow human beings (and maybe to 
God as well). Relationships may be more fluid than in times past, but parents still 
see their children as social beings by nature, and community as necessary. After 
all, parents view community not only as something to be experienced for one’s 
own benefit (as seen in the discussion of subjective well-being in Chapter Four), 
but as something that is created and sustained through reciprocity and self-giving 
(as seen in the discussion of other-centered virtue in Chapter Five). Sometimes 
this means following the Silver Rule, which makes it unacceptable to slug one’s 
brother in the nose. At other times it entails the more active Golden Rule, which 
means giving of one’s resources on behalf of those in one’s immediate family, 
extended family, peer groups, neighborhoods, religious communities, other social 
groups, or society as a whole. While this might seem to favor the desires and 
well-being of the collective over that of the individual, we should remember that 
parents take great delight when their children of their own accord consider the 
well-being of society and those they love. Therefore, we see that a “good life” 
consists of both free choice and social concern. With this in mind, it becomes 
clear that any research that neglects to see parents’ desire to hold autonomy and 
                                                 
 35. This is not to say that Indian societies are only concerned about authority and not about 
relationships of consideration and concern. Regarding the latter, individuals are frequently 
expected to sacrifice for the well-being of their entire families. However, the difference between 
the two societies is in parental administration of the family, and the expected level of deference 
given to elders. 
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collectivity together, or sees obedience as the only possible constraint on 
autonomy, omits some important parts of the overall picture. 
 These matters may be more complex still. As Adam Seligman argues in 
his book Modernity’s Wager, “Community and authority are two sides of the 
same coin, two aspects of the same phenomenon. In the final analysis, one 
cannot be thought without the other.”36 However, this is exactly what many 
middle-class American parents are trying to do—to have relationality or 
community as a check on autonomy, but without privileging (or at least appearing 
to privilege) external authority. The rub comes when one asks parents to define 
what it means to do right by others or society. Do our responsibilities to one 
another necessarily include pro-active Golden Rule behavior? Or does the more 
passive Silver Rule commitment to do no harm suffice? And, by the way, what 
does it mean to “do no harm” anyway? As law professor Steven Smith argues, in 
our society notions of “non-harm” are largely considered self-evident; however, 
he asserts that the harm principle is actually “a receptive vessel into which 
advocates can pour virtually any content they like, or that they can persuade 
others to swallow.”37 As we have seen in Chapter Five of this study, people can 
have very different conceptions of goodness and non-harm. Goodness can mean 
trying to get other people to adopt one’s religion out of concern for their eternal 
salvation (or not). It can mean expanding social acceptance and civil rights for 
                                                 
 36. Adam B. Seligman, Modernity’s Wager: Authority, the Self, and Transcendence 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), 40. 
  
 37. Steven D. Smith, The Disenchantment of Secular Discourse (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2010), 104. 
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LGBT persons (or not). It can mean privatizing one’s religious beliefs in order not 
to offend others in public spaces (or not). 
 So, the question regarding the constitution of the good remains open 
because the prior question of who has the authority to define it has not been 
answered, nor, for the most part, even asked. As we have seen already, the 
middle-class habitus defines the good for its inhabitants, and people end up 
holding certain values and enacting ways of life that fit their social class. Yet 
many of the parents in this study are also part of religious communities that posit 
alternative sets of values, habits, and practices for their members. If parents 
were only under the sway of the middle-class habitus, it might be a misnomer to 
talk about them submitting themselves to its authority, since, according to 
Bourdieu, they adopt it unconsciously. But when the religious tradition relativizes 
the definition of the good provided by their habitus, suddenly parents and 
children are faced with a choice. In fact, their ability to choose is actually 
augmented, since they are now aware of a range of options that they may not 
have known before.38 In some cases, these parents and children may submit 
themselves to a religious authority. In other cases they may follow the larger 
societal expectations of the American middle class. And in still other cases, they 
may decide to do both. 
                                                 
 38. Theoretically, this could work the other way around, too, as people who grow up within a 
total religious world with only hints of alternative understandings of the good are confronted more 
fully with them when they leave that world or when the strength of outside forces make it 
impossible to shield community members from their influence. 
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 When parents such as those in this study look at their world, they want 
their children to have autonomy—and many other things. They also want them to 
be healthy and to pursue and find personal happiness (especially in terms of self-
fulfillment). And many also want them to develop a sense of character and of 
virtue in which they actively choose to seek the good of others. Essentially, they 
desire that their children be bilingual—to speak both the moral languages of 
individualism and social concern. As “strong” and “embedded” selves, they want 
their children to walk the “delicate balance between the autonomous individual 
who pursues individual happiness and the responsible individual who contributes 
to the common good.”39 In some contexts, they may speak the health and 
happiness credo of the mainstream middle-class habitus. In other contexts, they 
may push back against this with languages of virtue and identity derived largely 
from their religious (and secularist) communities and traditions. Bellah’s concern 
is that the former language has eclipsed the latter; yet the parents in this study, 
at least, are still trying to keep both languages alive. Given the sectarian status 
that all religious communities hold in much of the United States today, parents 
(and others) have to work harder to sustain the “biblical” language and to teach it 
to their children than they do the language of expressive and utilitarian 
individualism, which is carried by much more powerful social institutions. 
 For all its shortcomings, research that rates and ranks abstract parental 
values for children sometimes does get correct that parents deem important a 
                                                 
 39. Wuthnow, American Mythos, 41. 
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wide variety of disparate values. This study has shown how middle-class parents 
in New England attempt to make five of these values a reality in the lives of their 
children. Sometimes these parents succeed. Sometimes they find it impossible, 
given the oft-conflicting nature of values and the social and material constraints 
of the world around them. Yet still they try. 
 While this study illustrates what things look like in the second decade of 
the twenty-first century, it tells us little about the years to come. Thirty years have 
passed since Habits of the Heart was published, yet Bellah’s question is still 
pressing: What combination of moral languages will Americans speak in the 
future? In the present study we have seen groups of parents trying to hold 
individualistic and “biblical” languages together. The question, though, is whether 
they will succeed in doing so, or whether, as Bellah feared, the more powerful 
language of individualism will eventually swamp what is left of religion and of 
civic virtue. These parents have made their peace (to a certain extent) with 
American middle-class values, as evidenced by their choice to live in certain 
neighborhoods with certain types of houses, neighbors, and schools. They have 
not drawn ultra-sharp lines for their children between the two languages, but 
have attempted to live with the middle-class habitus as a baseline, while 
counteracting it at times with various forms of charitable service and identity 
formation achieved largely through participation in increasingly countercultural 
religious communities. As we saw in our discussion of supererogatory goodness 
in Chapter Five, sometimes these alternative activities are very ordinary and 
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sometimes they are a bit more costly. Parents do not want their children to 
become highly acquisitive, yet neither do they want them to sacrifice their 
position in the middle class. And almost never do parents conceive that their faith 
might actually compel their children to sacrifice their health, much less their life. 
 In essence, I believe these parents illustrate the way religion makes a 
difference for most people in twenty-first century America (and the rest of the 
modern world, for that matter).There is no sacred canopy that shapes all of social 
life, and rarely do the sacred umbrellas of particular religious communities 
constitute total worlds. Thus, religion is only one of many things shaping people’s 
desires (i.e. values) and behavior. As we have seen, though, it does shape 
people’s lives nonetheless—in partial and piecemeal, yet still substantial, ways. 
 It is hard to imagine that the language of utilitarian and expressive 
individualism will disappear any time soon. It is also difficult to conceive that 
religion will disappear, given the existential benefits it holds for people.40 
However, whether these parents’ attempts to straddle two moral worlds will 
manage to keep alive into the next generation those dialects of religious moral 
languages that significantly push back against the moral imperatives of the 
middle-class habitus remains to be seen. We await another study another thirty 
                                                 
 40. Christian Smith, “Why Christianity Works: An Emotions-Focused Phenomenological 
Account,” Sociology of Religion 68, no. 2 (2007): 165–78, doi:10.1093/socrel/68.2.165. Although 
Smith identifies a range of emotional benefits that religion (in this case Christianity) provides, for 
parents in my study the most important of these are the happiness brought on by belonging to a 
family and community with a common religious identity, as well as the sense that the world that is 
ultimately good and that one can turn to God for comfort and strength when life becomes difficult. 
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years down the road—when these parents’ children become parents to children 
of their own.
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APPENDIX 
 
Interview Schedule 
 
Note: The following is a copy of the interview protocol that I used during the 
interviews with parents. Questions in bold were asked to almost all participants at 
some point during their interview, unless they addressed them spontaneously at 
other points. 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Not all of the following questions will be asked in each interview, although items 
within each of the broader categories will be addressed at some point.  
 
This series of questions is designed to be chronological, although in interviewing 
one frequently strays from the path in order to pursue interesting topics. No 
matter the order, however, questions from the section on religion will be held until 
the participant specifically brings religion into the discussion. If it is never brought 
up, I will address them at the end. 
 
In the case of secularists, most of these questions apply. In the case of questions 
from the religion section, many of them can be modified to address a “way of 
seeing the world” instead of a “religion.” 
 
In the following, “church” refers to church, mosque, temple, or secular 
community. 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Begin by having participants sign the Boston University IRB informed consent 
form. 
 
Next have participants fill out the brief demographic form. 
 
Continue by introducing myself, foregrounding the fact that I am a fellow parent 
with three-year-old and newborn daughters. Also stress that I know full well that 
parenting is a very demanding job and that at least half of the time I have no clue 
what I’m doing as a parent, so there are no right or wrong answers to any of 
these questions. 
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Introductory question: Could you tell me a little bit about your children? 
 
  
WHAT YOU DO AS A PARENT AND AS A FAMILY 
 
I’d like you to briefly describe a bit about what daily life looks like for you 
and your kids. What are some of the common activities that you and your 
children do, both together and separately? What sorts of things about daily 
life are the most satisfying to you? What sorts of things are the most 
frustrating? 
 
Based on the description given, ask follow-up questions such as: 
 
Would you describe your daily life as hectic? As slow-paced? Somewhere in 
the middle? How busy are you and your family? How does that feel? 
 
What are some of the most common topics of conversation between you and 
your children? 
 
Could you describe a bit more about how the various tasks of life get divided 
up among you and your spouse? Do you generally see eye-to-eye on how to 
parent? 
 
Do you discipline your children? When you do discipline them, what do you 
generally do? 
 
When you have a problem parenting, where is the first place that you 
turn for help? Are there any sorts of products (such as books, internet 
sites, or videos) that have helped you with parenting? Are there any 
people or organizations that you rely upon for advice about how to 
parent? 
 
Is there anything that you are specifically trying to teach your children right now? 
 
How do you encourage your children to spend their money? 
 
How do you encourage your children to spend their time? 
 
Assuming that children also learn by imitation, what sorts of things do you think 
they pick up from watching you? What sorts of things would they say are most 
important to you? Are there things that they pick up from you that you are glad 
they do? Or wish they didn’t? 
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What is your biggest joy as a parent at the moment? What is your biggest 
struggle? 
 
In life we always seem to run up against various obstacles. Is there anything that 
you would really like to be able to do with or for your kids but you just can’t for 
some reason? Is there anything that has been very difficult, but you have 
persevered and overcome it? 
 
How much of your parenting style and goals would you say matches the 
way that your parents raised you? Do you make any conscious efforts 
either to copy that model or to do something very different than they did? 
 
 
THE BALANCING OF PARENTAL RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
It seems to me that there are a number of people nowadays that are deciding not 
to have children. If you don’t mind me asking, was having children a 
conscious choice on your part? How old were you when you had your first 
child? Did you have to go through any sort of fertility treatment to make it 
happen? 
 
[If a conscious choice, then ask:] Can you put into words the reason or 
reasons why you wanted to have children? 
 
The reason that some people decide not to have children is that it ties them 
down. Children affect us in so many ways that demand our time, energy, 
and money. Are there ever times that you feel tied down now that you have 
children? Are there times when you have needs or desires that can’t be met 
because the needs of the children must be met? Would you describe that as a 
sacrifice? Are there other dreams that you have given up in exchange for 
becoming a parent? 
 
If you were to guess, what percentage of the thoughts or activities that you 
engage in during the day are directly related to your children? Do you reserve 
some time for yourself as well? How do you balance the two? 
 
I have a friend who said that she wanted to have children because caring for 
someone in the way that a parent cares for a child gave her a greater sense of 
purpose and self-fulfillment in life than she had before. Would you agree with this 
statement for yourself? Psychologically, does being a mother/father provide any 
other benefits for you as well? A sense of friendship? 
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How much would you say that your children appreciate what you do for them as 
a mother/father? Does it ever make you upset when you do something nice for 
them and they don’t notice it or appreciate it? 
 
Is there anything you wouldn’t do for your children? Do you think it’s ever 
possible to do too much for your children? 
 
Has the fact that you have children of your own affected the way that you relate 
to other people’s children, or see children in general? Do you ever feel compelled 
to be socially or politically active to help create a world that’s a better place for 
your children? Or for other children? 
 
In general, both in terms of religious education and parenting in general, how do 
you and your spouse divide up the parenting responsibilities? 
 
 
WHAT YOU MOST WANT AS A PARENT FOR YOUR CHILDREN  
 
When you imagine your children thirty years from now, what qualities do 
you want them to have? (such that you could say with satisfaction “Well, 
they turned out well.”) 
 
[If there is any indication that generosity is a part of the constellation 
of qualities, ask them to explain in greater depth what that might look 
like in practical terms. What does generosity look like and what does 
it mean to them?] 
 
Could you explain briefly why you think those qualities are 
important? 
 
What sorts of things do you do to try to help them develop those 
qualities? 
 
Some people say that the most important thing in life is that their children 
be happy. Would you agree with that? 
 
Is there ever a conflict between being virtuous and being happy? If so, 
which would you say is more important? 
 
If someone were to ask you to describe where you get your sense of right 
and wrong and what’s important in life from, what would you tell them? 
 
If someone were to ask your kids for their impressions of what your values were, 
what do you think they would tell you? 
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Obviously every person is different, but if there were one person that you would 
be thrilled if (name of child) resembled someday, who would it be? What is it 
about that person that made you choose him/her? [If there are children of 
different genders, ask: Do you see the qualities exemplified by the person you 
just mentioned as applicable to all of your children, or would it be different for 
(name of child of the opposite gender)?]  
 
Have your ideas about what is important in life changed in any ways since you 
have had children? Is any of this the result of having learned something directly 
from your children? 
 
If you and your spouse were to die unexpectedly, who would you most like to 
raise your children in your place? Why? 
 
 
AMERICAN SOCIETY AND CULTURE 
 
Your children are growing up within American society and American 
culture. In your opinion, is America a good place for them to grow up, or is 
it not such a good place? Does it reinforce or go against the things that 
you think are most important in life? 
 
[If the participant acknowledges any ambiguity, follow with this 
question:] What things have you experienced about living here that you 
would identify as being good for your children? What things would you 
say are harmful to them? 
 
Would you say that these are nationwide things, or are they more particular to 
Boston, or maybe even to your own neighborhood? 
 
Some people say that children in our society are exposed to some things 
that are not necessarily good for them. Would you agree with this? If so, do 
you do anything to try to protect them from those things? 
 
Would you say that your most fundamental values are mostly similar to or 
different from those of most people in America? In Boston? In your 
neighborhood? 
 
I’m going to mention a few specific things that may impact your children. 
Please tell me whether you think they are supporting your task of raising 
your children the right way or whether they are working against you. 
 
Your children’s schools  
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 [Where do they attend?] 
Federal, state, and local governments 
Forms of mass media such as the radio, television, magazines, and the 
internet  
 [What kinds of cultural products do your children consume?] 
Your children’s friends 
[Do they share the same moral standards that you do? Do they share 
the same religious (or secular) background?] 
The “church” you attend 
[If it is perceived as an adversary, ask for elaboration. If perceived as 
an ally, ask: Is church the only place where your kids get that? Or are 
there other places that reinforce those values as well?] 
 
What is the biggest fear that you have for your children growing up today? 
 
Sometimes you hear people debating how to characterize the United States. 
Some people say that it’s a Christian nation. Some say it’s a secular nation. 
Some say it’s Judeo-Christian. Occasionally you hear someone calling it 
Abrahamic. Others claim that it’s a totally multicultural and multireligious nation. 
How would you characterize the United States? 
 
 
RELIGION 
 
In what ways does being a (name of religious tradition) factor into the 
preceding discussion on your values as a parent? How much of what you 
want for your children comes out being a (name of religious tradition)? 
 
Does being a (name of religious tradition) make a difference in the way that 
you parent? If so, how? 
 
Did you grow up as a (name of religious tradition)? 
 
Is it important to you that your children grow up to be (name of religious 
tradition)? Why or why not? 
 
Is it important that they marry a (name of religious tradition)? How much 
would it bother you if they didn’t? Why do you think that is? 
 
What about the idea, though, that people should marry who they are in 
love with, no matter what their background is? 
 
What does it mean to be a good (name of tradition)? 
 
 
 451
Do you ever worry that (name of child) having a faith will cause him/her not 
to “fit in” in society? Or make him/her odd? Would it be better if he/she had 
a moderate amount of religion but not get too serious or fanatical about it? 
 
Does a good (name of religious tradition) ever make waves? If so, when? 
What are the limits of that? 
 
Some people say that you shouldn’t really try to raise your children in a 
particular religion, but that it’s better if it’s left open so they can decide 
what they want out of life. What would you say about that argument? 
 
In terms of religion, how much do you think children should be taught to think for 
themselves? 
 
Do you think children should be exposed to other religions? Do you do 
anything to expose them to other religions? 
 
Do you think it is important for children to learn about (religious tradition)? 
Why do you think it is or is not important? 
 
[If they have said that religious instruction is important, ask:] So where do 
you think religious instruction should take place? At church? In the home? 
Anywhere else? 
 
Some people seem to get more serious about religion once they have children. 
Have you found this to be the case with you? 
 
How often do you attend church? Did you start attending more often after you 
had children? What are the main reasons that you go there? Does it meet your 
needs? Your children’s needs? Both? What are you and/or your children getting 
there? Would you still attend if only one set of needs were being met? 
 
How easy would it be for you to abstain from church participation if you wanted 
to? Would you feel any social pressure or guilt if you didn’t attend? 
 
Are there any ways that the church helps you to educate your child to be a good 
(name of religious tradition)? 
 
How well do you think your church does at educating children/youth? Do 
you think that the church makes children a high priority? What are your 
church’s strengths and shortcomings in the area of educating children? 
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Do you think that churches have to be rather intentional about training children to 
be good (name of tradition), or is that something that children will pretty much 
pick up on their own? 
 
As a parent, do you personally feel a responsibility to be a “religious educator” of 
your children? If so, do you ever feel pressure or feel overwhelmed by the 
responsibility you have? 
 
Do you do anything at home to educate your children religiously? 
 
Do your kids ever ask questions about God (religion, spiritual matters, the 
supernatural, the transcendent, etc.)? Do you feel like you’re able to do a 
pretty good job of answering them? In general, do you feel qualified to 
teach your children about (religious tradition)? 
 
Do you have any sorts of religious activities that you do together in the home as 
an entire family? Or just you and the kids? Or your spouse and the kids? Do you 
or your spouse personally do any religious activities on your own that might be 
observed by your children? 
 
Do you have any religious artwork on the walls in your home? 
 
Are there any religious holidays that you celebrate as a family? What do you do? 
 
Who takes responsibility in your home for these different religious activities? 
You? Your spouse? The children? 
 
Do you and your spouse generally see eye-to-eye on the religious training of 
your children? 
 
How much do you think being a (name of religious tradition) matters to (name of 
child)? 
 
Do your children ever resist religious training? Do you ever have to make 
them go to church or participate in religious activities at home? Do you try 
to make them anyway? Is that a battle you choose to fight? 
 
 
 
FINAL QUESTIONS 
 
After an interview such as this, there is always more that remains to be 
said. Is there anything before we conclude, though, that you think should 
be added or clarified? 
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I have presented my study to lots of different people. Some people have 
taken me up on the offer to be part of the study and others have not. Why 
would you say that you agreed to be a part of it? 
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Wichita State University Dora Wallace Hodgson Outstanding Master’s Thesis 
Award – 2003 
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Wichita State University Emory Lindquist Honors Scholar – 1995 
 
PRESENTATIONS 
 
“American Atheist Communities and the Struggle for Social Legitimacy.” 
Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Association for the Sociology of 
Religion, Denver, CO – August 17, 2012 
 
“Parenting, Religion, and American Culture: A Comparative Look at Visions of 
the Good Life for Children among Hindu and Mainline Protestant 
Communities.” Presented at the National Annual Meeting of the American 
Academy of Religion, San Francisco, CA – November 20, 2011 
 
“A Narrative Analysis of Meaning-Making and Theodicy in America.” 
Presented at the Mid-Atlantic/New England-Maritimes Meeting of the 
American Academy of Religion, New Brunswick, NJ – March 11, 2010. 
 
“Latter-Day Saint Parenthood: Narratives in Religion and Family.” Presented 
with co-author Amy Moff Hudec at the Annual Meeting of the Society for 
the Scientific Study of Religion, Louisville, KY – October 19, 2008 
 
“Facebookismanity, St. Tupac Shakur, and Lucid Dreaming: What College 
Students Want from Religion.” Presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
Association for the Sociology of Religion, Boston, MA – August 1, 2008 
 
 
PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATION MEMBERSHIPS 
 
American Academy of Religion 
Society for the Scientific Study of Religion 
Association for the Sociology of Religion 
Religious Research Association 
 
 
OTHER PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 
 
1BTeaching: 
 Front Range Christian School, Littleton, CO      2011 – Present 
 [Private College-Preparatory High School] 
Secondary Spanish Teacher (Levels 2-4) – 2011-Present 
Secondary Elective Teacher (C.S. Lewis, Social Issues) – 2012-2014 
 
 
 
 489
 
 
 
BTrinity Academy, Wichita, KS     1997 – 2006 
[Private College-Preparatory High School] 
 Department Chair – Social Studies/Foreign Language – 2001-2006 
 Secondary Spanish Teacher (Levels 1-4) – 1997-2006 
 Secondary Bible Teacher – 1997-1998, 2002-2006 
 
BInter-American School, Quetzaltenango, Guatemala 1995 – 1997 
[Private Elementary and Secondary School] 
 Secondary Teacher – Spanish, U. S. History, and Guitar – 1995-1997 
 Elementary Teacher – Spanish – 1995-1997 
 
Administration: 
 Front Range Christian School, Littleton, CO        2012 – Present 
 [Private College-Preparatory High School] 
Director of the Veritas et Caritas Institute  
[A Center for Faith and Cultural Engagement] 
 
Honors, Awards, and Activities: 
Association of Christian Schools International Exemplary Program Award 
for Servant Leadership Course – 2005 
 
Kansas Association of Independent and Religious Schools Christian 
School Distinguished Teacher of the Year – 2004 
 
National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Institute for Teachers  
 Participant, “Converging Cultures: Native America, Europe, and the 
Encounter” – 2000 
 
Presentations: 
“Comprehensible Input in the World Language Classroom.” Association of  
 Christian Schools International Great Plains Teachers’ Convention, 
Kansas City, KS – November 1, 2005 
 
“Extremists for Love: High School Students as Servant Leaders.” 
Association of Christian Schools International Great Plains Teachers’ 
Convention, Wichita, KS – October 2, 2003 
 
“Evangelical High School Students and Religious Pluralism.” Wichita State 
 University Curriculum and Instruction Showcase Conference for 
Professional Educators, Wichita, KS – May 3, 2003 
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“Equity, Social Justice, and the Religious ‘Other.’” Charter Event of 
National Association for Multicultural Education, International Chapter, 
Wichita State University, Wichita, KS – March 12, 2003 
